
Public Wildlands at the U.S.-Mexico border: where
conservation, migration, and border enforcement collide

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Piekielek, Jessica

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 13:58:18

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/194340

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/194340


PUBLIC WILDLANDS AT THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER: WHERE 

CONSERVATION, MIGRATION, AND BORDER ENFORCEMENT COLLIDE 

By 

Jessica A. Piekielek 

________________________________ 

Copyright © Jessica A. Piekielek 2009 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2009 



2 
 

 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Jessica Piekielek 
 
entitled Public wildlands at the U.S.-Mexico border: where conservation, migration, and 
border enforcement collide 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 

Dr. Diane E. Austin    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 

Dr. Thomas E. Sheridan    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 

Dr. Linda B. Green    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 

Dr. William Shaw    
    
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 
Dissertation Director:  Dr. Diane E. Austin    
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 21, 2009 
Dissertation Director:  Dr. Thomas E. Sheridan    
 

 



3 
 

 
STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 
This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 
that accurate acknowledgement of source is made. Requests for permission for extended 
quotations from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or part may be grated by the 
copyright holder. 
 
 
 
 

SIGNED: Jessica Piekielek

 



4 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
I owe enormous thanks to all the people and institutions that supported me in writing this 
dissertation: 
 
To everyone who participated in interviews, shared information, and let me tag along 
while they pursued their own work, especially the staff at Organ Pipe Cactus National 
Monument and El Pinacate y Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve; to my 
dissertation committee, Linda Green and Bill Shaw, and especially my co-chairs, Diane 
Austin and Tom Sheridan; to Susie Qashu, for introducing me to her friends at Organ 
Pipe; to Larry Norris and Pat O’Brien, National Park Service coordinators for the Desert 
Southwest Cooperative Ecosystems Study Unit, for initial support in securing permission 
for research; to Colleen O’Brien, for collegial company in Ajo; to Bill Broyles for 
introducing me to prominent ‘desert rats’; to Phil Cash-Cash, Anton Daughters, Tara 
Deubel, Christina Leza, Andrew Mathews, Kay Orzech, and especially Brian Burke for 
insightful comments on parts of earlier drafts; to Nathan Piekielek, for encouraging me to 
do this research, reading proposals, and giving me insights into the National Park 
Service; and to Sean Sullivan, for the maps included in this dissertation, up-to-the-minute 
inside reports, tireless activism, and all-around best support. 
 
The University of Arizona Anthropology Department awarded financial support for this 
dissertation through its Spicer, Riecker, and Sullivan scholarship funds. El Colegio de la 
Frontera Norte and El Instituto Nacional de Ecología provided travel funds to attend the 
Taller Técnico-Científico Sobre los Impactos Ambientales Potenciales del Muro 
Fronterizo Entre Estados Unidos y México. The Marshall Foundation granted me a 
dissertation writing fellowship.   

 

 



5 
 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
LIST OF FIGURES .............................................................................................................7 
ABSTRACT .........................................................................................................................8 
GLOSSARY OF ACRONYMS ...........................................................................................9 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ................................................................................10 

Theoretical background ..................................................................................... 16 
Political ecology ............................................................................................ 16 
Border theory ................................................................................................. 22 

Research methods .............................................................................................. 28 
Methodological challenges ............................................................................ 36 

Outline of the dissertation ................................................................................. 39 
CHAPTER TWO: SETTING AND HISTORY ................................................................41 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument ............................................................ 42 
Historic occupation of Organ Pipe area ......................................................... 49 

Neighbors .......................................................................................................... 53 
Overlapping jurisdictions and authorities ........................................................ 55 
Conservation organizations and the West Desert .............................................. 60 
History of migration, smuggling and enforcement in the Organ Pipe Area ..... 62 

Increases in migration, smuggling, and border enforcement at Organ Pipe .. 66 
CHAPTER THREE: TRASH, TRAILS, AND OTHER ECOLOGICAL IMPACTS AT 
ORGAN PIPE ....................................................................................................................78 

The meanings of trash ....................................................................................... 83 
Trash transformed .......................................................................................... 96 

Recording and debating ecological impacts .................................................... 103 
CHAPTER FOUR: BORDER SECURITY AND PUBLIC LANDS .............................110 

Bodies, dope, and fighting the war on terror ................................................... 110 
Border Patrol, protected areas, and environmental impacts ............................ 115 
Perceptions of the Border Patrol and stupid agent stories ............................... 124 

The exceptional agent? ................................................................................ 127 
Environmental education for Border Patrol agents ..................................... 130 

Different conceptions of space ........................................................................ 132 
CHAPTER FIVE: MANAGEMENT CONSTRAINTS AND INTERAGENCY 
RELATIONSHIPS ...........................................................................................................142 

Science and service versus “the border monster” ........................................... 142 
Staff time and budget allocations ................................................................ 143 
Access and fieldwork................................................................................... 146 

Interagency cooperation and the erosion of superintendent autonomy ........... 149 
Border fences ................................................................................................... 157 
Conclusion ....................................................................................................... 171 

CHAPTER SIX: A DANGEROUS PLACE ....................................................................172 
Dangerous people ............................................................................................ 175 
A landscape of fear .......................................................................................... 176 

 



6 
 

The disciplines of security protocols ............................................................... 192 
Assessing risks and missing information ........................................................ 195 
Effects of the culture and landscape of fear .................................................... 203 

CHAPTER SEVEN: ORGAN PIPE, EL PINACATE, AND BINATIONAL 
CONSERVATION ..........................................................................................................207 

El Pinacate y Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve ............................... 208 
“Border impacts” at El Pinacate .................................................................. 211 

Sister parks on the border ................................................................................ 214 
Challenges to cooperation between Organ Pipe and El Pinacate ................ 218 

The “reverse migration” to Mexico ................................................................. 223 
Highway trash: tracing the reverse migration to Mexico ............................ 229 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................... 232 
CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION ..............................................................................234 

Spatial imaginaries .......................................................................................... 234 
Future prospects .............................................................................................. 245 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................250 
 

 



7 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 
Figure 1: Kris Eggle Visitor Center at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, with organ 
pipe cactus far right ........................................................................................................... 43 
Figure 2: Map of Organ Pipe and neighboring protected areas ........................................ 46 
Figure 3: Ajo Mountains ................................................................................................... 48 
Figure 4: Organizational Chart, showing local agencies in relation to federal structure .. 59 
Figure 5: Ajo Station Area of Responsibility ................................................................... 62 
Figure 6: USBP Apprehensions, San Diego and Tucson sectors, 1992-2005 .................. 69 
Figure 7: USBP Apprehensions, Ajo Station, 1994-2006, in two year intervals.............. 70 
Figure 8: USBP Marijuana Seizures, Ajo Station, FY2001 to FY 2007 .......................... 75 
Figure 9: Number of Agents, Ajo Station, 1994-2007 ...................................................... 76 
Figure 10: Unofficial trail ................................................................................................. 80 
Figure 11: Border fence in OPCNM, photo by Matt Clark, Defenders of Wildlife ....... 166 
Figure 12: Caution sign at OPCNM................................................................................ 178 
Figure 13: ¡Cuidado! sign at OPCNM ............................................................................ 180 
Figure 14: High intensity enforcement sign at OPCNM ................................................ 187 
Figure 15: ISDA mural, photo by Colleen O'Brien ........................................................ 188 

 



8 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation examines changing relationships among natural landscapes and state 
agencies, as these relationships intersect in transboundary protected wildlands and in 
debates about natural resource protection and U.S.-Mexico border policy. Recent 
increases in undocumented migration, smuggling, and border enforcement along the 
Arizona-Sonora border impact ecology and public land management practices. In this 
dissertation, I analyze how natural and national spaces and boundaries are produced 
through institutional and individual practices and discourses in border wildlands. Further, 
I consider how different productions of space restrict or create opportunities for 
collaborative responses to ecological impacts resulting from migration, smuggling, and 
border enforcement. This research builds on anthropological scholarship on conservation, 
borders, and the production of space through an ethnography of conservation institutions 
as they face dramatic political and ecological changes in the U.S.-Mexico borderlands. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 

One morning in 2006, I volunteered to accompany a biologist, Ron, to record bird 

population estimates at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, a Sonoran Desert 

preserve located on the U.S.-Mexico border in southern Arizona. Early desert mornings 

in late spring are a kind of alive-quiet. We saw few people or cars that morning and the 

highway which runs through the monument was silent. But the birds- cactus wrens, 

towhees, gnatcatchers- were singing and we were there to listen and count them. We 

followed a popular hiking route into the Ajo Mountains, stopping intermittently to look 

and listen for birds and record counts on Ron’s clipboard. Despite the four o’clock wake-

up, I felt lucky to walk through the desert, hear the birds and Ron’s stories, and call it all 

work.  

Between pauses to count birds, Ron kept his two-way radio on and we listened to 

Organ Pipe rangers talk back and forth for much of the morning. From their radio 

conversations, Ron determined that the rangers were tracking smugglers with a load of 

drugs between Highway 85 and the Ajo Mountains, about two miles from where we 

were. That week, the rangers had seized between 400 and 500 pounds of marijuana each 

day from drug runners hauling large bales on foot across the monument. They were 

racing for a fourth seizure before 9am. 

Ron told me that when the park rangers heard we would be on the east side of the 

monument, they asked him to keep an eye open for anything suspicious. From a high 

point along the trail, we noticed a trailer stopped along the one of the monument’s scenic 

loops in the distance. Ron paused to watch, because it struck him as an unusual place to 
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stop along the road. “I hate to think this way,” he said, but he wondered if the trailer was 

somehow involved in the drug run the rangers were trying to intercept. In the past, drug 

runners had backpacked drugs across the U.S.-Mexico border into the interior of the 

monument. Then smugglers picked up their load in a trailer or truck posing as a tourist 

vehicle, thereby avoiding the port of entry checkpoint south of the monument. 

For me, there was something both surreal and typical about this morning. The 

contrast between listening for song birds along a quiet trail on a beautiful spring morning 

and monitoring the rangers track drug runners on the radio was disconcerting. I felt torn 

between my enjoyment of the natural wonder of the monument and the edginess that the 

crackle of radio traffic gave me. The juxtaposition was unexpected and unnerving, and in 

that sense, it was typical of my experience as an ethnographer at Organ Pipe.  

In parks and public wildlands along the U.S.-Mexico border, natural resource 

managers confront tremendous changes in the social and ecological landscapes in which 

they work. Since the 1990s, dramatically intensified U.S. border enforcement has re-

directed major migration and smuggling routes into isolated rural sections of the border. 

In the early 2000s, increases in undocumented migration were most pronounced in 

Arizona, where more than a million acres of federal wildlands abut the U.S.-Mexico 

border.  

Public land managers find themselves at a literal and figurative intersection. 

Literally, border wildlands are the backdrop for migrant, smuggler, and law enforcement 

activities, which pose multiple ecological threats, including extensive debris, soil erosion, 

water pollution, wildfires, habitat fragmentation, and bioinvasion. Though some 
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ecological impacts are givens, impacts are not always easy to trace and can vary as much 

as the terrain of the Sonoran Desert. The ecological impacts of migration and smuggling 

(and, to a lesser degree, enforcement) on protected areas like Organ Pipe have garnered 

attention from the media, congressional committees, federal political appointees, and 

national environmental organizations. Less attention has been paid to anthropological 

questions: How are these ecological impacts interpreted? What responses do they elicit? 

How have dramatic changes along the Arizona-Sonora border reshaped the lives, work, 

and management practices of public land employees? 

Figuratively, contentious debates about national security, transnational migration, 

narcotics trade, and sovereignty converge in discussions about how wildlands managers 

should respond to impacts on landscapes and wildlife. Thus, the direct environmental 

impacts at border protected areas are coupled with shifts in power relations among local 

units of federal agencies and an intense political scrutiny of local actors. Anthropologists 

have recently written about how the state is not monolithic, but often at odds with itself 

(Sharma and Gupta 2006a). This has been abundantly clear at the Arizona-Sonora border, 

as state conservation agents struggle to maintain the wilderness character of protected 

borderlands, while the Department of Homeland Security has undertaken its own spatial 

project to “secure the border” through virtual and physical walls and deployment of 

agents.  

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (Organ Pipe) serves as a case study in this 

dissertation to explore the changing social and ecological dynamics described above. 

Managed by the National Park Service, Organ Pipe is located in the heart of the Sonoran 
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Desert, which is characterized by limited rainfall, extreme summer temperatures, high 

biodiversity, and disconnected mountain ranges dotted across desert basins. Organ Pipe, 

its Mexican sister park, El Pinacate y Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve, and 

neighboring Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, join to make up over three million 

acres of contiguous protected areas.  

Beginning in the late 1990s, the Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument area was 

the latest staging ground for a protracted effort on the part of the U.S. government to gain 

control of the entire U.S.-Mexico border region. The approach implemented by Border 

Patrol in the Organ Pipe area is an extension of an increasingly militarized strategy to 

counter undocumented migration and drug smuggling that goes as least as far back as the 

1970s (Dunn 1996). But the histories of undocumented migration, smuggling, and 

enforcement at the border are even longer. Since its creation, the U.S.-Mexico border has 

been, in the words of Oscar Martínez (2006), a “troublesome border.” Long and short-

term processes coalesced to create “trouble” in the Organ Pipe border region in the late 

1990s and mid-2000s. 

Migrant labor from Mexico has played a role in the U.S. economy since the 

construction of railroads in both countries in the late 1880s allowed laborers from the 

interior of Mexico to travel to the U.S. relatively easily, especially to Texas, California, 

and the southwest. Throughout the twentieth century, Mexican migrant laborers have 

filled low and semi-skilled positions in key Western industries, including agriculture, 

mining, and construction, often at exploitative wages. Drawn by virtually guaranteed 

work and higher wages, families and communities in Mexico established informal 
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networks of kin, labor contractors, employers, and friends to secure episodic work in the 

U.S. These networks, and the labor opportunities which they facilitated, helped relieve 

pressures of population and poverty in Mexico and injected financial capital into 

communities in Mexico. By the end of the twentieth century, remittances from Mexican 

nationals in the U.S. were a top source of U.S. dollars in the Mexican economy. Over six 

million Mexicans immigrated to the U.S. between 1820 and 2002 (Martínez 2006). 

Labor networks were one of several ways that the economies of Mexico and the 

U.S. were linked in the twentieth century. A long history of U.S. investment in, and 

exploitation of, the Mexican economy exists, including the creation of the Border 

Industrialization Program in 1965, which supported development of export industries, or 

maquiladoras. In 1994, Mexico, the U.S., and Canada signed the North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which allowed for free flow of goods and capital across the 

three nations’ markets, furthering integrating Mexico and the U.S. economically. More 

recently, U.S demand for illicit drugs, including cocaine and marijuana, has fueled a 

explosive, and dangerous, underground economy in Mexico. Between 1986 and 2003, 

commercial transactions between the two countries increased eight fold (Fernandez-Kelly 

and Massey 2007). 

One of the key contradictions in U.S.-Mexico economic relations is that, as trade 

and investment has linked the two countries more tightly together, the U.S. has placed 

greater than ever limits on labor mobility from Mexico to the U.S.  Most of the twentieth 

century was characterized by lax and haphazard enforcement of U.S. laws restricting 

immigration from Mexico, coupled with periodic upsurges in enforcement, including 
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mass deportations (Calavita 1992). But the legal frameworks for allowing Mexican 

nationals to work in the U.S. have become increasingly restrictive. Thus, larger and larger 

numbers of Mexican migrants have arrived to work in the U.S. undocumented, so that 

Martínez (2006) estimates that as many Mexicans have immigrated to the U.S. without 

papers as have arrived legally.  

NAFTA, and its impacts on the Mexican economy and communities, epitomizes 

this contradiction. Unlike the European Union, NAFTA was aimed exclusively at freeing 

up capital, not labor, to the benefit of elites in the U.S. and Mexico. Privatization of 

Mexico’s communal farms, or ejidos, the elimination of Mexican agricultural subsidies 

under NAFTA, and competition from basic agricultural commodities from the U.S. shook 

Mexico’s rural economy. Rural poor were displaced, and sought work in Mexico’s urban 

areas, as well as in the U.S. (Fernandez-Kelly and Massey 2007). Thus economic 

integration and (lop-sided) development in Mexico led to more migration to the U.S. 

(Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002).  

Growing undocumented migration and xenophobic backlashes, an expanding 

illicit drug trade, and rising concerns over the U.S. capacity to “control” its borders 

presented the U.S. government with a dilemma. One consistent response to this dilemma 

since the 1980s has been to beef up immigration enforcement, especially along the border 

(Nevins 2002). If border control policy is as much about image control as it is about 

physical control, as Andreas (2000) argues, then by the 1990s increased enforcement 

strategy was successful in shifting migration and smuggling out of public view (at least 

initially), and into remote, sparsely populated locations like Organ Pipe. But the 

 



16 
 

consequent increase in migration and smuggling in the Organ Pipe area also reveals the 

contradictions inherent in current U.S. border policy: once a relatively tranquil section of 

the U.S.-Mexico border, the Organ Pipe area has emerged as a significant, “out-of-

control” human and drug trafficking corridor. The social and ecological impacts of this 

contradictory policy on remote, protected areas- and the people and institutions connected 

to these lands- are the subject of this dissertation. 

Through institutional ethnography, I document how U.S. and Mexican 

government agencies and local non-governmental organizations are responding to 

ecological threats at Organ Pipe and the surrounding area. In the process, I explore the 

ways in which natural and national spaces and boundaries are produced through 

institutional and individual practices and discourses in border wildlands. Further, I 

consider how different productions of space and of boundaries restrict or create 

opportunities for collaborative responses and reveal the conjunctures and disjunctures 

between the state’s conservation and border security missions. This project builds on 

work in political ecology and U.S.-Mexico border studies, discussed below. 

Theoretical background 
 

Political ecology 
 

Political ecology attempts to merge insights from the ecological sciences with 

critical political economy to study ecosystems in all their biological, social, and political 

complexity.  Because the natural and the socio-political components of ecosystems are 

seen as tightly intertwined, political ecologists are as likely to attend to questions of 
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climate, soils, flora, and fauna as they are to study policy, institutions, and social 

relationships.  Political ecology recognizes that socio-political relations of power direct 

the use of natural resources at the same time that specific ecologies narrow the possible 

forms of those socio-political relations (Sheridan 1995). 

Political ecology’s theoretical foundations are eclectic, though cultural ecology, 

political economy, and early ecological theory rooted early works in political ecology 

(Robbins 2004). The disparate works in political ecology are perhaps united by foci on 

the dialectical relationship between society and environment; production, especially in 

relation to natural resources; flows across social and ecological systems; and attention to 

power and politics. Following the lead of Blaikie and Brookfield (1987), many political 

ecologists have focused specifically on the relationship between resource users and the 

natural resources they rely on for production, and the ways that larger political, 

economic, and ecological forces shape that relationship.  

More recently, political ecologists have also highlighted the degree to which 

protected areas (parks, wildlife refuges, and nature preserves) are important sites for state 

and nation-craft. Conservation is rarely an ecology-directed, localized endeavor, but is 

tightly entwined in political (as well as social and economic) projects at local, national, 

and global levels. Political ecologists have developed a robust literature analyzing 

ecological conservation, especially in the Third World. This literature is centered on 

conservation discourses, policies, and practices and their impacts on local communities 

(Fairhead and Leach 1996; Haenn 2005; Neumann 1998; Peluso 1992; among others). In 

these accounts, different readings of landscapes- as environmentally degraded, high in 
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biodiversity, or rich in natural resources- have justified state actions in relation to these 

landscapes. 

Though anthropologists and political ecologists have focused much attention on 

state conservation projects in the Third World, they have not substantially considered 

similar themes in developed countries (Walker 2003), nor have they fully explored the 

roles and functions of political institutions in conservation management (Agrawal and 

Gibson 1999; Dove 1999; Robbins 2002). However, several environmental historians 

have developed works that theorize the connection between state, nation, and nature in 

the context of the U.S. (Cronon 1991; Jacoby 2001; Nash 1967).    

Earlier preservationist thinkers, especially wilderness advocates like Aldo 

Leopold and John Muir, helped shape contemporary notions of nature which are central 

to the organization of wilderness and national parks in the U.S. These early American 

conservation projects were often linked to strengthening nationalism in the 19th and early 

20th century (Nash 1967).  In the U.S., national parks were envisioned as national 

treasures, equivalent to European architectural masterpieces. Wilderness, especially, was 

understood to be uniquely American, in contrast to the manicured nature of the Old 

World, representing the wild and pristine state of the New World.  

Cronon (1995a) argues that the idea of wilderness shifted from a place deemed 

dangerous, desolate and satanic to a place likened to God’s temple. This idea of 

wilderness as sacred emerged from European romantic notions of the sublime, as a space 

closer to God. From Wordsworth to Thoreau to Muir, nature is church, at first awesome 

and mighty, later comfortable and pleasant. In the U.S., the idea of nature is also attached 
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to the American frontier myth, especially the sense that the cure for civilization was 

back-to-the-land simplicity and individualism. Even as the frontier ceased to exist, 

preservationists argued to protect vestiges of the frontier and the values of masculinity 

and anti-modernity attached to it. Contemporary ideas of wilderness and pristine nature 

continue to tap into deep-seated cultural ideas rooted in early conservation movements 

and European romanticism. Nature can conjure utopian ideas about peace, tranquility, 

and harmony. 

But the earlier meaning of wilderness, as a dangerous and chaotic space, has not 

been fully replaced. As Lane writes in reference to the desert wilderness, “The desert 

reduces one to a rawboned simplicity. Life out there is lawless. The structured patterns of 

civilization do not extend that far. Law and order break down” (Lane 1998:38). 

Wilderness, wildness, and nature stand in contrast to the state and its order, sense and 

control (Das and Poole 2004).  

The emergence of ecology as a discipline has added another layer of cultural 

meanings to wilderness and nature, one which partially contradicts the opposition 

between the state and nature described above. In the 1930s, National Park Service 

management  of “wild places” began to be influenced by the study of ecology, although 

this shift did not fully take hold until the 1960s and 1970s, with additional public pressure 

(Sellars 1997). Park policy shifted in focus from protecting key game species to 

preserving entire ecosystems, with an emphasis on the role of science in selecting and 

managing parks. In this scientized view, wilderness was the healthy, fully-functioning 

state of ecosystems. Nonetheless, previous ideas about the sanctity of wilderness and 
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contrasts between pristine and human-marred landscapes carry through in the early 

development and application of ecology.  

In the U.S., wilderness is both a legal and social construction. Wilderness is 

codified by the Wilderness Act of 1964, which both defines wilderness and proscribes 

permissible human activities within wilderness. Typically, wilderness areas are roadless 

and the use of motorized vehicles is prohibited, with a few specific exceptions. Under the 

1964 act, wilderness has a particular “character,” described as “primeval,” 

“untrammeled,” “underdeveloped,” and an ideal location for solitude and “primitive” 

recreation. As Cronon (1995a) argues, wilderness is a social construction, and the legal 

transformation of a landscape from something else to “wilderness” is one aspect of this 

construction. Wilderness “character” is sometimes linked to theories of ecology, but also 

prescribes social norms to how people should behave in those landscapes. Unsanctioned 

behaviors in wilderness are understood to jeopardize its character and its very existence 

as wilderness. 

The process of creating parks, first through the creation of wilderness and later 

through the application of ecological principles, erased the social history of the areas 

which became parks. Parks and wilderness areas were established on indigenous 

homelands shortly after native nations were defeated and relocated (Keller and Turek 

1998; Spence 1999). Rural poor and indigenous communities were prohibited access to 

lands that had earlier supported their subsistence, as Jacoby (2001) describes in the cases 

of the Havasupai after the establishment of Grand Canyon National Park; poor, rural 

whites after the creation of Adirondack State Park; and several Western tribes in relation 
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to Yellowstone National Park. As Cronon (1995a) and others have argued, wilderness is 

not wild, pristine, or separate from civilization; it is socially constructed through historic 

processes and cultural ideals. 

The histories of nature reserves in the U.S. invite consideration of arguments that 

not just wilderness, but nature, is a social construct. The idea that nature is socially 

constructed has been explored in several different ways. One approach is to reveal how 

certain natural features are, in fact, human-built. For example, Denevan (1992) and Pyne 

(1982), among others, detail the ways in which the “pristine” wilderness described by 

European settlers to the Americas in the 1700s was in fact the product of native peoples’ 

resource use and management, and then subsequent neglect resulting from social 

upheaval, dispersal, and death from introduced diseases. A second approach to 

understanding nature as a social construct, outlined by anthropologists like Strathern 

(1980), is to argue that the definition of nature and the lines drawn between 

nature/culture, natural/human-built, or wild/domestic are culturally specific and arbitrary.  

The more extreme versions of this constructivist stance on nature, in particular, 

have instigated substantial debate, especially between social and natural scientists 

(Cronon 1995b; Ellen and Fukui 1996). At the heart of the debate is, in part, concern that 

constructivists have vaporized the material world- ecosystems, habitats, and 

environmental processes- that ecologists (and ecological anthropologists) have devoted 

themselves to studying, thereby performing another kind of erasure of natures and their 

histories. Nonetheless, Robbins (2004) and others argue that political ecologists can use 
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these approaches to de-naturalize taken for granted subjects to reveal the relations of 

power and politics that imbue “natural” orders. 

Border theory 
Borders, like nature, are also often taken for granted as facts, rather than products 

of history and social relations. This dissertation builds on theory and ethnography on the 

U.S.-Mexico and other borders that seek to understand borders as political projects, 

geographic spaces, and cultural symbols that reveal something about the state and its 

relationships to specific populations and landscapes.1 What do borders “do?” What is the 

role of a border in producing and organizing categories of territories, identities, and 

values? How are they produced, contested, and re-made as political abstractions, 

geographic spaces, and socially meaningful concepts? How are borders, as state projects, 

wrapped up in state-making? Throughout this dissertation, I use the term “border” to refer 

both to the borderline and to the conglomeration of practices and ideas that enact, or 

bring into being, the borderline as a reality, what Kearney calls “the immense 

bureaucratic, law enforcement, political and sociocultural apparatus” (2004:132) . 

At their most basic level, borders are meant to demarcate territories, to divide up 

landscapes into political units. This is true for national borders; it is also true for other 

kinds of political boundaries, like state lines or park boundaries. These lines may follow 

or connect geographic features, like the eastern half of the U.S.-Mexico border, which 
                                                 

1 Anthropology and related disciplines produced a wave of border theory in 
the 1990s that was dislocated from specific political and geographic borders 
(Heyman 1994; Vila 2003). This literature, focused on hybridity and border as 
metaphor (see Gupta and Ferguson (1992), for example), was interested in expanding 
theories of culture broadly. While a creative expansion of cultural theory, this 
literature is less useful in understanding the particular practices that produce (and 
contest) borders as political and geographic “facts.”  
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traces the meandering course of the Rio Grande River. Or these lines may appear to have 

a completely arbitrary relationship to natural features or pre-existing social spaces, like 

the western half of the U.S.-Mexico border. Statesmen and cartographers created the 

present configuration of the western border by drawing two straight lines, from El Paso, 

Texas, to the confluence of the Colorado and Yuma Rivers and then to the San Diego 

bay. The border bifurcates the Tohono O’odham homeland; it also cuts roughly in half 

the natural area that ecologists classify as the Sonoran Desert. 

Once marked out, national borders define an area within which states can exercise 

their sovereignty. Borders also (loosely) identify the populations over which the state 

holds authority. Thus, borders are important projects that, in theory, limit the reach of the 

state, but also present opportunities for the state to demonstrate its sovereignty. The 

production of national borders defines the territory attached to the state. This relationship 

between state and territory, as described above, is not a given, but continually shifting 

(Brenner et al. 2003).  

One important exercise of sovereignty is to mark out spaces within which only 

certain sets of behaviors are sanctioned. In this way, borders can produce ecological 

differences by creating separate social and economic spaces in which particular practices 

help to create varied landscapes. For example, ranchers (and later, the U.S. government’s 

Bureau of Animal Industry) constructed cattle fences along the southeastern Arizona-

Sonora border, dividing the grasslands into two parts. Researchers in the 1970s, making a 

fence-line comparison, found that grass on the Arizona side was denser and taller than 

grass on the Sonora side (Bahre and Bradbury 1978). Accompanied by differences in 
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livestock management practices and agricultural economies in Sonora and Arizona, the 

border fence facilitated the production of different environments. The contrasts in 

vegetation make the borderline more “visible,” thereby reinforcing it. The landscapes 

produced through the creation of a border may have different values attached to them. 

Conservationists may see environmentally degraded grasslands in Sonora, while ranchers 

may see under-utilized rangelands in Arizona.  

Of course, the state and its border projects do not dictate environmental 

conditions, through the production of ecological difference, in all cases. Ecology, and 

conservation of ecosystems, may also shape the nature of borders. Some conservationists 

have suggested that wildlands can act as natural buffers against illicit cross-border travel 

and transport (Associated Press 2006), thereby supporting the state in its attempts to 

control movement across border, discussed below. In contrast, Dunn (2003) argues that 

protecting border wildlands maintains rural, isolated spaces that are ideally suited to 

unauthorized migration and trade. 

Another important exercise of sovereignty, which states enact through the 

construction of borders, is to control the movement of people and goods into and out of 

the state’s territory. Borders, in this sense, are viewed as filters that allow sanctioned 

individuals and things to enter, while rejecting other people and goods that are deemed 

dangerous to the state. There is a practical, material element to making the border 

function as a filter, including ports of entry and border patrols. But the idea of the border 

as a filter is also a powerful metaphor, in which the border is the vulnerable national 

“skin” that keeps out contaminants, which I discuss in more detail below.  
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In addition to forming the “inside” and “outside” of the nation in geographic 

terms, borders define identities and categorize them as “inside” or “outside.” Heyman’s 

ethnographic work with Immigration and Naturalization Service officers (2001; 2002) 

outlines the bureaucratic processes by which the identities of citizens and non-citizens are 

produced through border enforcement. At the U.S.-Mexico border, notions of citizen and 

non-citizen are tied up with racial projects and ideas about development, progress, 

“civilized” and “savage” (Chavez 2001; Lytle Hernandez 2002; Nevins 2002; Stern 1999; 

2004; Vila 2000). For example, debates about “illegal” immigration in the 1990s were 

structured, in part, by a racialized ideal of the nation, as white (Nevins 2002: 116), as 

well as racialized notions of illegal immigrants as Mexican, inferior, poor, and dangerous 

(Chavez 2001). 

One identity produced at the border is that of “illegal alien.”2 Drawing the border 

line defines illegality by setting the terms for who is inside and outside the nation-state 

and the law (Behdad 1998; De Genova 2002). Citizens have the right to be “inside,” 

while non-citizens can only step “inside,” across the border, under certain conditions and 

                                                 
2 What are the appropriate terms to refer to people who enter the United 

States without a visa or other permission-granting documents from the U.S. 
government, or who stay beyond the dates specified in these documents? This is a 
contentious, political question and the acceptable terms have changed in academia, 
news media, and government over the last decades. The people who I spoke with 
over the course of this study used a wide variety of terms, including illegal 
immigrants, illegals, migrants, UDAs (undocumented aliens), and “visitors.” I use 
some of these terms, along with the term, illegal immigration, to reflect the 
perspectives of particular speakers or discourses. Otherwise, I use the terms 
undocumented entrant or undocumented border-crosser, to refer to anyone who 
enters the United States outside ports of entry, without documentation, for any 
purpose, and undocumented migrant, to refer to an undocumented entrant who is 
specifically migrating to the United States for work. 
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in certain places. When non-citizens cross the border outside sanctioned ports and 

without papers or permissions, their “illegality” then justifies the state’s border 

enforcement practices.      

There are many sites where migrant illegality is produced. But the U.S.-Mexico 

border has become one of the most visible public theaters for immigration control 

(Chavez 2001; Nevins 2002).  It is a seemingly contradictory spectacle, in which Border 

Patrol agents apprehend large numbers of undocumented migrants only to see the vast 

majority of these migrants repeat their attempts to enter the United States after a short 

“voluntary” return to Mexico (Cornelius 2007; Heyman 1995). But, as Behdad argues, 

“the seeming failure of border enforcement is productive in transforming the border into 

a site of contestation where the nation-state is constantly engaged in a process of self-

assertion and self-definition” (1998:108). Borders serve as a concrete location for fear of 

intrusion and responses to that fear. The seemingly contradictory nature of the U.S.-

Mexico border as a state project has led Andreas (2000) and Nevins (2002), among 

others, to describe the state’s attempts to “secure” the border as a kind of performance.  

It is a performance that, at least since the 1970s, has been structured by military 

logics and strategies, as Dunn (1996) has convincingly outlined. Lutz, quoting Michael 

Geyer, describes militarization as “the contradictory and tense social process in which 

civil society organizes itself for the production of violence” (2004: 320). This process 

includes “the shaping of other institutions in synchrony with military goals” (Lutz 2004: 

320).  In Militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, Dunn describes a range of strategies 

for immigration and drug enforcement that draw on military technologies and logics, 
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including the use of military surveillance equipment and the deployment of military 

forces to train civilian police units (like Border Patrol) and conduct operations, especially 

related to drug enforcement, at the border. Even the language used to describe these 

activities- the war on drugs and, more recently, the war on terrorism- reflect the military 

character of these projects.  

Borders are not fixed or immutable, but rather ongoing projects of the state, 

projects that are often contested, re-framed, and re-organized in a dialectical process 

between states, citizens, organized movements, business and industry, and other actors 

(Ackleson 2003; Heyman 1994; Pope 2001; Vila 2000). This re-framing and re-

organizing can happen even within the state, as multiple and sometimes opposing state 

agendas with respect to borders emerge. For example, the U.S. government’s 

commitment to open borders for commerce has collided with the renewed drive to 

solidify U.S. borders in the interest of national security (Andreas and Biersteker 2003). 

The processes to construct and maintain national borders can generate contradictions. But 

one aim of the state is to keep these contradictions under wraps, in order to portray a 

unified state.  In this dissertation, I look specifically at the contradictions generated 

through the intersection of two state projects: the production of the U.S.-Mexico border 

and the production of a national monument and protected wilderness at the border. 

Most studies of borders in anthropology and related social sciences have focused 

either on urban “border peoples” and communities (Alvarez and Collier 1994; Martínez 

1994; Vila 2000) or border policies and enforcement, whether related to immigration, 

illicit trade, or national security (Ackleson 2003; Andreas 2000; Dunn 1996; Heyman 
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1995; Maril 2004). Few social scientists have studied rural border regions or people 

(Heyman 1994). In contrast, I focus on a particular, rural location and the various 

individuals and organizations that encounter each other within that space. Valuable 

scholarship in natural resource management and conservation has looked at social-

environmental processes in connection with the U.S.-Mexico border (Chester 2006; Ward 

2003), but these works fail to interrogate the U.S.-Mexico border as itself an ongoing 

political project. Through ethnographic methods and anthropological analysis, I hope to 

reveal the social, political, and environmental processes involved in the production of 

borders and protected areas through the course of this dissertation. 

Both borders and wilderness are kinds of spatial projects. Critical geographers 

assert that space is the result of social processes inscribed on to natural conditions and 

encompasses social relationships, both present and historic (Lefebvre 1991; Soja 1988). 

When applied to protected wildlands, this notion of space complements recent 

interrogations of “wilderness” as natural, revealing that wildlands are instead socially 

constructed. Brosius and Russell (2003) argue that anthropologists studying conservation 

need to look at how people conceptualize and talk about spaces. Geographers like 

Boudreau (2007) have used the concept of “spatial imaginaries” to capture the ways that 

people think about space, as well as their spatial practices. Spatial imaginaries are 

collectively shared, cognitive maps. But they also include people’s understandings of 

how space should be conceptualized as well as their individual desires for particular 

spaces and their stances within those spaces (Harvey 1996: 79).  

Research methods 
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Fieldwork for this project was located at multiple sites and involved a range of research 

techniques. I relied on traditional anthropological techniques, like participant observation 

and interviews, especially at my central field site, Organ Pipe. But the nature of the 

research topic, focused on multiple institutions and on national and binational 

phenomena, required a multi-sited ethnographic approach and a broader set of tools, or 

what Gusterson (1997) has termed “polymorphous engagement” (to be discussed in more 

detail on page 38). Below I explain my methodology and discuss some of the challenges 

to institutional ethnography and “studying up.” 

Laura Nader (1969) first called for anthropologists to turn their gaze towards 

institutions in the U.S. as a way to understand the operation of power in daily life. Her 

mission was to reinvent anthropology to be relevant to social concerns and to expand 

beyond the populations that anthropologists tended to study, primarily poor and 

marginalized communities in the U.S. and abroad. Instead, she encouraged students to 

“study up,” by exploring the institutions and networks of power that shape everyday life. 

Other anthropologists have echoed her call. For example, borrowing from Marcus and 

Fischer (1986), Gusterson described studying up as a “critical repatriated anthropology” 

and suggested this approach is as important as ever in an era of globalization and a 

widening gap between haves and have-nots. But Nader’s invitation has not been 

entertained by anthropologists to the extent that it could be (Gusterson 1997; Heyman 

2004), although there are important exceptions (Heyman 1995; Marcus 1988; Sayre 

2002, among others).   
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McCarthy (2002) argues that few scholars have applied qualitative methods to 

study conservation in the U.S., while these very methods have long produced rich and 

insightful materials on resource management in developing countries. As such, scholars 

interested in natural resource management and policy in the U.S. have missed important 

dynamics at work, especially in local level interactions between land managers, reserve 

environments, and adjacent communities (Achana and O'Leary 2000). Ethnographic 

methods allow social scientists studying conservation to move beyond narrow “stake-

holder based” research approaches and to capture the complex social, political, and 

economic dynamics that can make or break conservation projects (Brosius and Russell 

2003). 

I elected to focus this research on Organ Pipe for several reasons. First, the 

Arizona-Sonora border has the largest concentration of U.S. public lands of any stretch of 

the U.S.-Mexico border. Second, the Tucson sector of the Arizona border, which includes 

Organ Pipe, is one of the areas most profoundly impacted by recent shifts in migration, 

smuggling, and border policy. Third, Organ Pipe and the Pinacate are the only two “sister 

parks” along the Arizona-Sonora border, so a focus on Organ Pipe allowed me to look at 

transboundary conservation efforts and encouraged a more binational perspective, which 

is important in borderlands studies. Last, I anticipated that Organ Pipe’s management by 

the National Park Service and the wilderness designation of most of the monument would 

likely bring into sharper contrast questions about conservation, environmental impacts, 

wilderness, and appropriate use of public lands. While other public lands along the 

Arizona-Sonora border are designated as multi-use, the National Park Service’s mandate 
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is “to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein” 

(National Park Service Act 1916). 

Staff at Organ Pipe graciously welcomed me into their offices, their homes, and 

the monument. I observed select staff meetings, especially those identified by staff as 

most relevant to my work, such as resource management planning meetings. Resource 

management staff took me into the field where possible, and I was lucky to see large 

sections of the park that are not currently open to visitors. Participant observation with 

resource management staff sometimes meant picking up litter or driving holes for posts, 

but I was as happy as they were to spend a day outside in the field. Between stints in the 

park archives, I hung out at the visitor center occasionally, listening to visitors and 

interpretive staff at the information desk. I spent a good deal of time interviewing current 

employees for Organ Pipe, including all the resource management staff and current unit 

chiefs, plus select staff from interpretation, law enforcement, and maintenance. I also 

interviewed former employees who worked at Organ Pipe in the 1980s and 1990s, 

including former chiefs of interpretation, resource management, and law enforcement, 

and one former superintendent. Last, I drew on reports and historic documents from the 

park’s archives to construct a history of the park in relation to migration, smuggling, and 

border security since the park’s establishment in 1937. 

My research focused on Organ Pipe as a case study to look at how public land 

management agencies were responding to the impacts of migration, smuggling and law 

enforcement. Following the methods prescribed by Nader and others, this project 

required understanding the events at Organ Pipe in a much broader context. As such, I 
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expanded data collection beyond the park bounds to include interviews and observations 

with other land agencies, U.S. Border Patrol, and non-profit conservation organizations. 

Because Organ Pipe is adjacent to the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, I 

interviewed select staff at Cabeza. In addition, I interviewed staff from both the Fish and 

Wildlife Service and the Bureau of Land Management primarily for their perspectives on 

environmental impacts and on working with Border Patrol. These interviews helped 

contextualize Organ Pipe in the wider Arizona-Sonora border and point out unique 

aspects of Organ Pipe’s history, management, geography, and relationship to other 

agencies.  

My work with nongovernmental conservation organizations focused on two 

relatively separate non-governmental organization (NGO) “communities:” 1.) NGOs 

based in Ajo, Arizona and 2.) local and national NGOs based in southern Arizona. The 

Cabeza Prieta Natural History Association, the Ajo chapter of the Arizona Archeological 

Association, and the International Sonoran Desert Alliance are the NGOs in Ajo, 

Arizona, which attend to the preservation of natural and cultural resources in the Sonoran 

Desert.  I interviewed volunteers, attended meetings, and participated in some excursions 

sponsored by these three organizations. In southern Arizona, I interviewed staff at 

conservation organizations that have been more vocal on the intersection of migration, 

smuggling, and border security in public lands, including Defenders of Wildlife, the 

Wildlands Project, and the Sierra Club. Although these regional and national 

organizations are not the subject of this dissertation, interviews with staff from these 

organizations informed my research. 
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My contact with Border Patrol was much more limited than with the above 

mentioned institutions. I elaborate on some of the reasons for this in my discussion of 

methodological challenges below. I formally interviewed agents in public information 

positions for the Tucson and Yuma sectors. I also interviewed a supervisory agent at the 

Border Patrol Ajo Station. In addition, I interviewed a handful of former agents who had 

worked in the Ajo area. I also interacted with agents that I encountered in the field while 

working with land agency staff and at public meetings and conferences. To a greater 

degree than with land agency staff, I have relied on publicly available information 

provided by individual agents and the agency, in the form of news stories, press releases, 

congressional testimonies, environmental assessments, and Border Patrol agents’ labor 

union websites. 

Public meetings and conferences were key sites for participant observation and 

for observing the interaction between agency actors. These included the 

Intergovernmental Executive Committee meetings with representatives from land 

agencies, Border Patrol, Customs and Border Protection, and the Barry M. Goldwater 

Range; work group meetings hosted at Organ Pipe; two Border Ecological Workshops 

with representatives from land agencies, Border Patrol, and conservation organizations; 

and conferences with academic and government representatives focused on border 

environment and security in the U.S. and in Mexico.    

The bulk of my research focused on agencies and landscapes in the U.S. In 

Mexico, I made several visits to El Pinacate, an expansive reserve encompassing craters, 

lava fields, creosote flats, and archeological sites. El Pinacate has a very small staff, 
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which made interviews with virtually all employees possible. I also attended a conference 

in spring of 2007 hosted by the Instituto Nacional de Ecología, which gathered academic 

and Mexican government representatives to discuss the construction of walls and fences 

along the U.S.-Mexico border. 

Finally, I conducted several key informant interviews with agency, congressional, 

and non-profit staff in Washington, DC, towards the end of my fieldwork, to expand my 

understanding of the national political forces at work in local level interactions. 

I lived for nine months in Ajo, Arizona to better facilitate the most intensive 

period of data collection for this research project. Organ Pipe is about a thirty minute 

drive from Ajo, where most park employees live. Many Border Patrol agents stationed at 

Ajo live in the sprawling outskirts of Phoenix, about an hour and a half commute, one-

way. Once a booming copper town, now a winter home for many retirees, Ajo’s unique 

history and character offers its own set of fascinating research questions. I had never 

lived in an area where I felt such a strong law enforcement presence, primarily resulting 

from Border Patrol activities in the area. My regular drives between Ajo, Organ Pipe, and 

Tucson, Arizona (where I maintained a part-time appointment at Pima Community 

College) were all routes frequented and checked by Border Patrol and these drives 

certainly shaped my sense of the area. Though I was often busy with research, living in 

Ajo also gave me the opportunity to experience a taste of the infamously hot and striking 

western Sonoran Desert. 

I conducted a total of 76 formal, semi-structured interviews. At a minimum, these 

interviews included a brief work history of the interviewees, a description of their current 
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position and duties (often including a description of a typical work day), interviewees’ 

assessment of how the area and their agency unit had changed since their appointment, 

and a discussion of the current concerns for their agency and management area. Thirty 

interviewees were current or former Organ Pipe and NPS staff, 16 were current or former 

NGO staff or volunteers, 11 were other land agency staff, and 11 were current and former 

Border Patrol agents. The time that I spent doing participant observation was often less 

formal and structured than interviews, and thus more difficult to quantify. At a minimum, 

I participated in about 20 activities related to Organ Pipe resource management, about 15 

outings or special events sponsored by NGOs, about 20 interagency or NGO meetings 

and conferences, and about 15 large social events involving land agency or NGO staff or 

volunteers. I spent a total of four days at El Pinacate touring the reserve and doing 

volunteer work. Some of the best participant observation moments are so mundane they 

often aren’t counted: chats in the parking lot, car rides with monument staff to Ajo or to 

special events, lunch breaks, passing conversations on the way to the restroom or the 

copy machine, or unexpected encounters at the grocery store or the post office. 

Throughout the dissertation, I indicate where I am quoting directly from my field notes.  

I have identified speakers quoted in this dissertation only in cases when the 

comments were published in another source or when the speaker was presenting at a 

public forum. In some cases, I have glossed the identity of speakers in order to maintain 

anonymity. For example, I may refer to a speaker as an “Organ Pipe manager,” which 

could refer to the superintendent or any of the division chiefs. In a few cases, I have 

changed the details of events and personal characteristics to further disguise identities. 
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My promise to protect the anonymity of participants allowed them to speak more freely 

about institutional policy and practice, as well as to voice their personal opinions and 

observations, particularly in cases where personal perspectives contrasted with official 

policies.  

Methodological challenges 

As proponents of studying up have noted, institutional ethnography poses a set of 

challenges related to access and politics (Cambell and Gregor 2004). Most often, 

ethnographers researching institutions have a pre-established relationship with an 

institution, sometimes as an employee or a contractor (Hirsch and Gellner 2001). In cases 

where a researcher approaches an institution from the outside, there are no guarantees for 

entrée. An institution may have multiple layers of “gatekeepers,” so that acquiring access 

to “the field” becomes an ongoing project (Gusterson 1997). Further, institutions may 

regulate who the ethnographer has the opportunity to speak with and what that person 

may say. A grant or denial of institutional access is one of several examples that highlight 

the potential power differential between anthropologists who study up and the institutions 

they choose to study. 

My research covered a diverse set of institutions, including the National Park 

Service, U.S. Border Patrol, and environmental non-profit organizations. Not 

surprisingly, my access to these various institutions differed. After I formally requested 

permission to conduct research at Organ Pipe, the monument’s staff and administration 

allowed me considerable access to meetings and resource management operations, plus 

permission to interview all staff. Still, my role as a participant observer never neatly fit 
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into the pre-existing set of roles at the monument. The idea that someone might 

volunteer, without benefits, to sit through long planning meetings or to pick up trash was 

slightly foreign. On the whole, I found that other public land management agencies and 

conservation organizations also easily allowed me to interview staff or to participate in 

“invitation-only” events, once I explained the purpose of my research. 

Research with Border Patrol proved more difficult. Unlike the other local units of 

federal agencies with which I worked, Border Patrol practices much stricter control of 

information. All levels of the agency are subject to this surveillance. Whether I requested 

an interview with a few line agents or with a station chief, I was first referred to the 

Public Information Office for the Tucson headquarters. Even assistant chiefs at national 

headquarters must first clear any interview that may be used for publication with the 

Public Information Office in Washington, DC. These offices are staffed with agents 

trained to speak with members of the press and to do public outreach. An oft-cited reason 

for limited information sharing was the protection of law enforcement sensitive 

information, to ensure agent safety and enforcement effectiveness. For example, I was 

informed that up-to-date statistics on staffing and apprehensions at the station level are 

not always available to the public because this would disclose too much detailed 

information about law enforcement operations at a particular site. The strict control of 

information flow, both what was permissible to share and who was allowed to share it, 

presented obstacles to ethnographic methods that rely on open communication. My 

attempts to negotiate Border Patrol’s institutional hierarchy and to secure interviews with 

agents were sometimes humorous, as I describe in more detail elsewhere (Piekielek 
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2007). So what do you do when an institution doesn’t seem to want you to expose its 

innards? 

My response was to broaden my research methods. While conducting 

ethnographic research with nuclear scientists, Gusterson (1997) was puzzled by how to 

do participant observation at a high-security nuclear laboratory. He suggested that 

anthropologists interested in researching “elites” adopt a strategy of “polymorphous 

engagement,” which for his project involved a combination of formal interviews, limited 

participant observation, detailed readings of public documents and news accounts, and 

fieldwork by phone, email, and other virtual communication. Likewise, I observed agents 

in the field and in meetings, where possible. I recorded notes from my interactions with 

agents at the checkpoint located just outside Organ Pipe’s boundary. I turned to an array 

of public documents, from congressional testimony and the Department of Homeland 

Security website publications to Border Patrol agent union websites to fill in information 

gaps. As my time “in the field” progressed, the topic of border public wildlands received 

more press attention and I paid careful attention to U.S.-Mexico border security news, 

especially articles related to the environment and protected areas. I have also relied on 

scholarly descriptions of the agency, both historic and current, (Calavita 1992; Lytle 

Hernandez 2002; Maril 2004; Stern 2004) and on published and unpublished agent 

memoirs and oral history interviews (Croxen 1973; Krauss 2004; Moore 1988; Newsome 

1975; Odens 1975; Perkins 1978). 

Though this dissertation deals directly with the topics of undocumented migration 

and drug smuggling in the Arizona-Sonora border region, it is neither an ethnography of 
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undocumented migrants and their border-crossing journeys nor an ethnography of drug 

runners, smugglers, and cartels in Arizona and Sonora. I rely on secondary sources and 

observations to illuminate pieces of these stories, as they intersect with the stories of 

federal agency and conservation staff and volunteers. For more in-depth, recent 

journalistic and ethnographic description and analysis on undocumented migrants, 

specifically their crossing stories to the U.S., see Cornelius (2007), Martínez (2001), 

Nazario (2006), and Nevins (2008), among others. For drug smuggling in the Arizona-

Sonora border region, see especially Perramond (2004) on small-scale smuggling on the 

Tohono O’odham reservation and Emanuel (2006) on the shifting economies of northern 

Sonora ranching communities and the rise in drug smuggling as livelihood strategy. 

Outline of the dissertation    

Chapter two provides an introduction to Organ Pipe and the surrounding area, 

including relevant agencies and organizations, and reviews the history of migration, 

smuggling, and border enforcement in the area during the twentieth century, with more 

attention to increases beginning in the mid 1990s. Chapter three is concerned with the 

ecological impacts of migration, smuggling, and enforcement at Organ Pipe and the ways 

that these impacts are interpreted by Park Service staff and volunteers and local 

conservationists. Trash left by migrants and trails and roads created by migrants, 

smugglers, and Border Patrol agents have changed the landscape of Organ Pipe. But the 

cultural and scientific meanings of these changes are politically charged and contested. 

Chapter four presents Border Patrol’s work in Organ Pipe and other protected areas, 

where the agency’s attempt to re-shape the landscape to better fit its militaristic strategies 
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for border security clashes with conservation projects to create and maintain wilderness 

in the borderlands. The Border Patrol and the National Park Service are working from 

different visions and productions of space, but increasing impacts to Organ Pipe as well 

as national political pressure for a “secure border” limit the capacity of the National Park 

Service to advocate for environmental protection vis-à-vis the Border Patrol, even within 

park bounds, as described in chapter five. Chapter six explores how the increase in 

migration, smuggling and border enforcement has led to the development of an image of 

Organ Pipe as a dangerous place and a culture and landscape of fear in the park.  This 

image further reproduces justifications for increased enforcement in the Organ Pipe area, 

even where enforcement itself threatens the ecological integrity of the park and places 

undocumented migrants at greater risk. Chapter seven focuses on Organ Pipe’s 

relationship to its Mexican sister park, El Pinacate, and zooms out to consider the 

possibilities and challenges of binational conservation in the context of range of 

transboundary productive flows. Chapter eight concludes with a discussion of the 

different spatial imaginaries at work in the Organ Pipe area and the tensions and 

contradictions between them.
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CHAPTER TWO: SETTING AND HISTORY 

 

Driving through the town of Ajo, a visitor on the way to Organ Pipe might stop for gas 

and see the wall-sized mural declaring that Ajo is just a few miles past the end of the 

world. The area that is now the southwestern corner of the state of Arizona, where Organ 

Pipe is located, has alternated (both materially and in the imaginations of its beholders) 

between an important center or intersection and an outpost to nowhere. The Ajo copper 

mine (its operations now closed, but the pit still wide open) was once among the largest 

in the world. The area has long been crossed by migrants, traders, miners, missionaries, 

tourists, and travelers. Still, when the Park Service recommended establishing Organ Pipe 

as a monument in the 1930s, the NPS report described the monument area as practically 

uninhabited (New York Times 1937). 

In this chapter, I describe Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, neighboring 

protected lands in the U.S. and Mexico, and the conservation organizations in Ajo and 

southern Arizona that are attentive to Organ Pipe and other border public lands. Several 

federal (and state and local) agencies converge in the geographic area that Organ Pipe 

covers; their overlapping jurisdictions are explained below. Finally, I provide a short 

history of undocumented migration, smuggling, and border enforcement in the Organ 

Pipe area. 
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Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument 

In 1937, President Franklin D. Roosevelt established Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument as a National Park Service unit to preserve a sample of the Sonoran Desert in 

southwestern Arizona. Encompassing 330,690 acres, the monument is flanked by the 

Tohono O’odham Reservation to the east, Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge to the 

west, and the state of Sonora, Mexico to the south. Organ Pipe is located in the “heart” of 

the Sonoran Desert, an expanse of vast desert basins scattered with small mountain 

ranges. Temperatures reach average highs of 110 degrees Fahrenheit in the summer and 

average lows of 44 degrees Fahrenheit in the winter. The area receives average rainfall of 

only three inches a year, but the hot summer months are punctuated by monsoon 

downpours that flood washes and roads. Biodiversity in the Sonoran Desert is high, the 

product of climatic extremes and the desert’s bimodal rain pattern. Additionally, two sub-

divisions of the Sonoran Desert, the Arizona Uplands and the Lower Colorado Valley, 

meet in the area of Organ Pipe. As a result, the monument hosts species characteristic of 

both subdivisions, like the towering saguaro cactus commonly found in the Arizona 

Uplands and the pungent, sub-tropical elephant tree (Bursera microphylla) more common 

to the Lower Colorado Valley. The organ pipe cactus, for which the monument is named, 

reaches its northern limit in the monument (see Figure 1 for photo of organ pipe cactus).  
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Figure 1: Kris Eggle Visitor Center at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, with 
organ pipe cactus far right 

The National Park Service has two primary purposes: to preserve natural and 

cultural landmarks for future generations while providing opportunities for current 

generations to visit and enjoy the national parks. The dual mission of NPS has sometimes 

been at odds (Runte 1987; Sellars 1997) as some parks have become increasingly popular 

and over-run by visitors. Individual NPS units are organized into regions, with oversight 

from regional offices, plus a national NPS office in Washington, DC, all under the 

Department of the Interior. Re-organization of the Park Service in 1995, under President 

William Clinton, greatly reduced the size of the national and regional offices, which 

resulted in more autonomy for individual park superintendents (Sellars 1997). 

Typically, monuments in the National Park Service are smaller and receive less 

funding than units designated as parks. Organ Pipe has a general operating budget of 
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roughly $3.3 million. For comparison, the general operating budget of Grand Canyon 

National Park is about $19.6 million. The general operating budget does not include 

special projects like major renovations to visitor centers, or, in the case of Organ Pipe, 

construction of a vehicle barrier along its southern boundary. These projects are funded 

each year from a national pot of money that is divided based on proposals made by each 

park and ranked by need and proposal date. 

Organ Pipe has approximately 50 full time employees. Staff are organized into 

teams, led by “chiefs,” including maintenance, interpretation and visitor services, law 

enforcement, resource management, and administration, all under the direction of the 

park superintendent. (Interpretation includes activities like visitor information, 

educational programs, exhibit design, and public outreach.) Most jobs in NPS are civil 

service positions. An exception is the position of Director of the National Park Service, 

which is a political appointment. Rank and pay-scale, as in other federal agencies, is 

determined by the federal General Schedule; the GS-level of a particular person or 

position is commonly referenced in discussions about duties and career histories. NPS 

staff routinely circulate through park units, sometimes because they would like to move 

into permanent or higher GS-level positions, but also because many are motivated to 

experience a variety of parks and settings. Many of the current and former Organ Pipe 

staff I interviewed, particularly in the areas of resource management, law enforcement, 

and interpretation, had worked in multiple park units. However, there are cores of staff 

across the divisions that have been at the park for more than ten years. 
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Unlike many NPS units, which see crowds of visitors in the summer months, the 

majority of visitors to Organ Pipe arrive during the pleasant winter months. Organ Pipe is 

popular among “snowbirds,” retirees in recreation vehicles traveling southern circuits in 

California, Arizona, and Baja California, Mexico, where the weather is warm and living 

costs are lower. Though the monument is off the beaten path, it attracts visitors from as 

far away as Germany and is appreciated by self-proclaimed “desert rats” in southern 

Arizona. NPS reported that 342,000 people visited the park in 2007. Organ Pipe and 

nearby reserves figure into the myth and lore surrounding radical environmental writer 

Edward Abbey, who served as a seasonal ranger at Organ Pipe in the late 1960s, and is 

rumored to be buried on the neighboring Cabeza Prieta refuge. 

One of the most important and far-reaching “visitor improvements” advocated by 

the first superintendent of the monument was the construction of a paved road to provide 

visitor access to the monument, among the first goals of the new superintendent was to 

improve visitor access to the park. Foot paths, old wagon roads, and jeep trails already 

criss-crossed the monument, but superintendent William Supernaugh envisioned a paved 

road which would connect park visitors from the Ajo-Tucson road to the park’s visitor 

center, campground, and other attractions. A paved highway (Arizona Highway 85) was 

built between Ajo and Sonoyta and through to the Gulf of California in 1942. The 

highway passes straight through the center of the monument (see Figure 2), providing 

easy access to the monument’s visitor center and campground at the southern end of the 

park. Highway 85 currently brings increasing levels of traffic through the monument as 

 



46 
 

the development along Sonora’s northern coast booms, attracting landlocked Arizonans 

to the closest beach at Puerto Peñasco, also known as Rocky Point. 

 
Figure 2: Map of Organ Pipe and neighboring protected areas 

The monument’s visitor center, just off Highway 85, at the southern end of the 

monument, is the hub of visitor activities and services. In 2003, the visitor center was re-

named in honor of Kris Eggle, an Organ Pipe law enforcement ranger (see Figure 1). 

While on duty at the park in 2002, Kris Eggle was killed by drug cartel assassins who had 

fled into the U.S. at Organ Pipe’s southeastern border. A small monument and plaque 

explaining Eggle’s story is located outside the visitor center.   

Many national parks were selected based on scenic wonder, but an alternate 

rationale was to establish parks based on ecological principles (Runte 1987). This was the 
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case for Organ Pipe, which NPS administrators recommended be preserved as an 

example of the Sonoran Desert. Part of the monument’s mission is to serve as an 

important “living research center” on Sonoran Desert ecology. Working with ecologists 

from the University of Arizona, the monument developed one of the first long-term 

ecological monitoring programs in the NPS Intermountain region (which includes 

Arizona, Colorado, Montana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas, Utah, and Wyoming). In 

addition, natural scientists from around the country have conducted research on a host of 

plant and animal species. The monument’s long-term ecological program continues to 

collect annual data on climate, groundwater levels, visibility, and indicator species. More 

recently, the resource management unit has added a program to monitor “border 

impacts,” to be discussed in chapter three. 

Though ecological rather than aesthetic principles prompted the creation of the 

monument, Organ Pipe has its share of natural beauty. The two-lane Highway 85 sends 

visitors through a wide open creosote flat between the craggy Ajo Mountains to the east 

(see Figure 3) and the equally jagged Bates and Puerto Blanco Mountains to the west. 

The mountains are reminiscent of Neopolitan ice cream, as Edward Abbey described it, a 

“chocolate-vanilla-strawberry mass” (1973: 64). Rock varnish coats sandstone and basalt 

in a rich chocolate. Creamy layers of tuff are sandwiched between volcanic flows. Quartz 

gives granite crags a pinkish hue. And at sunset, all of it is coated in a raspberry glaze. 

The monument is home to a variety of curious creatures. At night, the senita moth (Upiga 

virescens Hulst) pollinates the columnar senita cactus (Pachycereus schottii); moth and 

cactus have co-evolved to depend exclusively on each other. The small Organ Pipe 
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shovel-nosed snake (Chionactis palarostris organica), boldly banded in black, coral, and 

cream stripes, has a small but devoted fan club of staff and visitors who await its 

emergence in the hot summer months. The monument hosts several endangered species, 

including the Quitobaquito pupfish (Cyprinodon eremus), the acuña cactus 

(Echinomastus erectocentrus var. acunensis), and the Sonoran pronghorn (Antilocapra 

americana sonoriensis).  

The United Nations Man and the Biosphere Program declared Organ Pipe an 

international biosphere reserve in 1974. This designation was significant in the 1980s and 

1990s when organizations in southern Arizona attempted to establish an international 

biosphere that would unify Organ Pipe and neighboring protected lands in the U.S. and 

Mexico, discussed in more detail below.  

  Figure 3: Ajo Mountains 
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About 95 percent of the monument was designated as wilderness in 1978, with the 

exception of two campgrounds, a handful of trails, scenic park roads, and Highway 85. 

The Park Service used this legal change as a final tool to halt most of the historic 

activities in the monument described below. Wilderness law restricts use of the area to 

“primitive” and low-impact recreational and scientific use and also instructs federal land 

agencies to use the “minimum tool” necessary to manage the area as a wilderness. So, for 

example, trails in wilderness may be maintained, but minimum tools would be 

wheelbarrows and hand saws as opposed to four-wheel drive trucks and chain saws. As 

noted in chapter one, wilderness designation does more than legislate specific activities in 

the wilderness space. It is understood to change the qualitative value of a landscape. 

Organ Pipe staff view the wilderness value of the monument as an important and distinct 

element of the park, part of its raison d'être, alongside its role as a desert laboratory.         

Historic occupation of Organ Pipe area 

The history of human occupation in the area which is now Organ Pipe stretches back 

thousands of years. Trails dating back at least as early as 1500BC traverse the monument, 

linking what is now central and southern Arizona to the Gulf of California, where 

travelers collected shells and salt for trading and ceremonial use. In 1698, the Jesuit 

missionary, Father Francisco Eusebio Kino, passed through what is now the monument 

heading to points north. The Francisco Garcés expedition followed in 1774. In the mid-

1800s, hundreds of American and Mexican migrants traveled on the historic Camino del 

Diablo (near the monument) on the way to seek their fortunes in California’s gold rush. 
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The “Devil’s Highway,” which crosses through the hot desert with few water sources, 

claimed the lives of many of these travelers. 

The area that is now the monument is the traditional homeland of the Hia Ced 

O’odham, Native Americans closely associated with the Tohono O’odham. Of particular 

importance to the Hia Ced O’odham is the settlement A’al Waippia (Quitobaquito), 

nestled at the foot of the Quitobaquito Hills, near what is now the southern boundary of 

the park. A set of five springs at the base of the hills created an unusual habitat in an 

otherwise arid landscape. Archeologists estimate that A’al Waippia has been occupied for 

several thousand years (Anderson, Bell, and Stewart 1982). Father Kino recorded a 

farming settlement at A’al Waippia in 1698, but the first historical records of Hia Ced 

O’odham at A’al Waippia are from the 1850s. Hia Ced O’odham farmed native crops of 

squash and chile, along with wheat, pomegranate, and grapes introduced by Spanish 

missionaries. An oasis in the desert, A’al Waippia also attracted pioneering prospectors 

and settlers from the U.S. and Mexico, including Mika Levy, a Mexican grocer, who 

established a store to serve traders, miners, and residents, and Jeff Milton, the nation’s 

first border patrol agent, who was stationed at the springs. 

When the monument was established in 1937, A’al Waippia was occupied by a 

Hia Ced O’odham family, the Oroscos, who farmed and ranched on both sides of the 

U.S.-Mexico border, irrigating their fields in Mexico with water from the springs in the 

U.S. Though the Park Service initially agreed to permit the Orosco family to continue 

living within the park boundaries, the first superintendent became increasingly agitated 

about private land holdings in the park. After years of poor communication, conflict, and 
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harassment, NPS purchased the Oroscos’ rights to A’al Waippia. Other Hia Ced 

O’odham, whose families had historically resided at A’al Waippia, lamented the sale 

(Bell, Anderson, and Stewart 1980; Zepeda 1985). Stories, medicinal plants near the 

springs, and a historic cemetery contribute to Hia Ced O’odhams’ ongoing connection to 

Quitobaquito.  

At its establishment, Organ Pipe was also the home of a handful of hard-scrabble 

ranchers and miners. Prospectors scoured the desert for mineral sources, beginning in the 

late 1800s. In 1941, Organ Pipe (and other public lands) were opened to mining with the 

U.S. entry into World War II and federal law permitted mining in the monument until 

1976. Prospectors continued laying claims to sites well into the first decades of the 

monument’s history. Over the years, miners opened many mines in the monument area; 

there are over 400 mining holes, scrapes, and shafts scattered throughout the monument 

(Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument 1994). Few mines proved profitable, unlike the 

Ajo copper mine to the north, first prospected in the late 1800s. 



52 
 

Several households operated small-scale ranches in the Organ Pipe area prior to 

the monument’s designation. Like the Orosco family, the Gray family, settlers from 

Texas, initially received permission from the Park Service to continue living and raising 

cattle on monument lands. Between several brothers, the Grays had several homesteads 

across the monument. After protracted conflict between NPS administrators and the Gray 

family, the death of last Gray brother remaining on the monument brought an end to 

ranching at Organ Pipe in 1976.   

The contemporary social and ecological landscape of Organ Pipe is overlain onto 

the historic human geography of the area. Evidence of human occupation in the 

monument still exists and shapes social and ecological processes. In some cases, early 

park administrators did their best to eradicate evidence of historic human activities in the 

monument. After the Orosco family left Quitobaquito in 1957, the park bulldozed 

buildings and other remains at the settlement deemed eyesores, a decision that has since 

been roundly criticized by NPS preservationists (Bennett and Kunzmann 1989). 

Likewise, NPS staff filled the abandoned Growler mine at the northern end of the park 

with the remains of a neighboring mining settlement, and then sealed off the mine. But in 

many other cases, the material remains of historic activities continue to play an important 

role in the “new” park landscape. Old ranch homes, corrals, and mines have been 

incorporated into the park landscape as historic preservation sites, transformed from 

eyesores into cultural resources. Localized persistent overgrazing changed vegetation 

patterns, still evident for years after the end of grazing (Bowers 1990). Ancient trails that 

traverse the Bates Mountains continue to direct migrant and smuggler traffic through the 
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monument. Some of the old economies of the Organ Pipe area, such as mining and 

ranching, have been replaced by tourism, federal land management and law enforcement 

activities, while the smuggling economy was, and continues to be, an active industry. The 

history of smuggling will be reviewed in more detail later. 

Neighbors 

El Pinacate y el Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve (El Pinacate), located 

in northern Sonora, was established in 1993 and is managed by the Comisión Nacional de 

Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP). El Pinacate and Organ Pipe are affectionately 

known as “sister parks” by staff and visitors because the two reserves sit catty-corner 

from each other across the border. The biosphere reserve protects over 900,000 hectares 

of sand dunes, creosote flats, lava fields, and huge volcanic craters. Following the 

biosphere reserve model developed through the UNESCO Man and the Biosphere 

program, El Pinacate is organized in concentric zones of protection from core areas of 

preservation to multi-use areas at the exteriors of the reserve. The model mirrors 

CONANP’s dual mission of conservation and sustainable development. The relationship 

between Organ Pipe and El Pinacate is discussed in more detail in chapter six. 

The Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, managed by the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service (FWS), is among the largest wildlife refuges in the lower 48 states, with 

56 miles of its southern boundary along the U.S.-Mexico border. Originally established in 

1939 as a game reserve, most of the refuge was designated wilderness in 1990. However, 

it has also served as a gunnery and bombing range for the U.S. military since World War 

II. The refuge hosts a recovery program for the endangered Sonoran pronghorn, which 
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historically ranged across Organ Pipe, Cabeza Prieta, El Pinacate, and beyond. The 

refuge flanks Organ Pipe on the west side. Throughout the history of the monument and 

the refuge, FWS and NPS land managers sometimes have worked cooperatively, though 

their jurisdictions are autonomous. Land directly to the north of the monument is 

managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), which hosts a campground 

(without services) and opportunities for off-road recreation. 

Organ Pipe, Cabeza Prieta, and El Pinacate together encompass a large tract of 

protected land, over three million acres, which hosts a variety of sub-biomes and many 

threatened and endangered species. Figure 2 (page 46) shows the locations of Organ Pipe, 

Cabeza Prieta, and El Pinacate. Mexican and U.S. conservationists have advocated 

linking the three areas through the creation of a bi-national peace park (Felger et al. 

1997).  

The eastern edge of Organ Pipe is marked by the Ajo Mountains, with the 

dividing line between the monument and the Tohono O’odham reservation roughly 

following the ridge line. The Tohono O’odham reservation, established in 1916, 

encompasses only a portion of O’odham peoples’ original homelands, which overlap the 

U.S.-Mexico border. When Organ Pipe was established, explicit permission for O’odham 

peoples to collect organ pipe and other cactus fruit on the monument was included in the 

proclamation. Tribal government biologists work in concert with neighboring land 

managers on conservation issues. 

The closest town to Organ Pipe is Lukeville, Arizona, which serves as a port of 

entry to Sonora, Mexico, at the south end of the monument. Lukeville houses a post 
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office, a duty-free liquor store, a small grocery store, a gas station, and a Customs and 

Border Protection office, inspection station, and residences. The population of Lukeville 

is minimal, numbering around 35 residents. Across the border from Lukeville is the town 

of Sonoyta, Sonora. Sonoyta has a population of roughly 12,000 and projections show 

continued growth. Farming, ranching, and smuggling are the principal economic 

activities that support Sonoyta, along with some services for people traveling through the 

area. Population growth is likely linked to the growing service sector for border crossers, 

(whether south-bound tourists or north-bound smugglers) and mirrors the overall 

increases in population in Mexico’s northern border region. About a forty minute drive 

north of the Organ Pipe visitor center is the town of Ajo, Arizona, with a population of 

approximately 3,500. The town developed around the Ajo Copper Mine, first opened in 

1855. Once a bustling mining town, Ajo lost its economic base and many residents when 

the mine closed in 1985. Real estate plummeted, eventually drawing retirees searching 

for affordable second homes in the Sonoran Desert. The town is now home to a curious 

mix of old mining and ranching families, winter-resident retirees, and a handful of Border 

Patrol agents. All three towns provide services to vacationers headed to Puerto Peñasco. 

In 2006, the beach resort hosted 1.7 million foreign tourists, most from Arizona 

(Comisión del Fomento de Turismo n.d.). (See Figure 2, page 46, for locations of 

neighboring towns in relation to Organ Pipe.) 

Overlapping jurisdictions and authorities 

The National Park Service is a public lands management agency with the dual 

mission of managing the land within the park boundaries and also “managing” people in 
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the park so that they can enjoy the public land in the present and the future. NPS law 

enforcement rangers are responsible for protecting national and cultural resources within 

NPS lands, which can include duties like enforcing a park’s wilderness policies, arresting 

cactus poachers, or issuing citations for camping outside designated areas without a 

permit. But NPS rangers also have considerable authority to enforce a range of federal 

laws and state laws not directly tied (though often related to) park preservation. Within 

NPS unit limits, NPS uniformed rangers are authorized, for example, to enforce speeding 

laws or interdict drugs.  

The National Park Service is not the only entity with jurisdiction within the 

monument, however. Each U.S. Border Patrol field station is assigned to patrol a specific 

geographic region, called an Area of Responsibility. Field stations are organized into 

sectors, similar to regional offices. The western-most station in the Tucson Sector is the 

USBP Ajo Station. The station’s Area of Responsibility (or Area of Operation) includes 

Organ Pipe, the eastern half of Cabeza Prieta and the western half of the Tohono 

O’odham reservation (see Figure 4). The station is responsible for an area that includes 

64 miles of the U.S.-Mexico border and stretches over fifty miles north to Interstate 8. 

“Border protection” is shared by the U.S. Border Patrol, which is charged with all areas 

along the border outside Ports of Entry, and other agencies within Customs and Border 

Protection. Ports of Entry, like the Lukeville Port of Entry at the south end of Organ Pipe, 

are organized under the Office of Field Operations. Border Patrol and the Office of Field 

Operations are both units of Customs and Border Protection, under the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS). Prior to the creation of the Department of Homeland Security 
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in 2002, the Customs Service Office of Investigations played an important role in 

narcotics interdiction in the Ajo area3.  For a visual representation of the organization of 

local federal agencies in relation to each other and their parent agencies, see Figure 5, 

Organizational Chart. 

The “Roosevelt reservation” along the U.S.-Mexico border adds another layer of 

complexity to jurisdiction and DHS authority in the area. In 1907, President Theodore 

Roosevelt set aside a strip of land 60 feet wide along the U.S.-Mexico border, on public 

lands only, in California, Arizona, and New Mexico. The purpose of the withdrawal of 

the reservation area was to help ensure the capacity of the federal government to combat 

cross-border smuggling of goods. The reservations are managed by public land agencies, 

but are, in a sense, an area of special exception for immigration, customs, and border 

enforcement activities.   

Highway 85, which bisects the monument and links Sonoyta, Sonora and Ajo, 

Arizona, was completed in 1942. The road was originally maintained by Pima County, 

but citing budget deficits, the county turned maintenance over to the agency which is now 

the Arizona Department of Transportation (ADOT) in 1955. ADOT continues to hold 

responsibility for the highway, including road maintenance and speed limit 

determination. Claims to the highway have been contested, with the Park Service seeking 

                                                 

3 As part of the re-organization of agencies into the Department of Homeland 
Security, the Customs Service Office of Investigators was subsumed by Immigration and 
Control Enforcement (ICE), an agency which has primarily focused on apprehensions 
and deportations or “voluntary departures” of undocumented residents in the “interior” of 
the country. The Ajo area Customs Service Office of Investigators closed as part of this 
re-organization. 

 



58 
 

 

more control over the highway out of concerns about excessive speeding, increased 

traffic, and potential proposals to widen the road. 

The Fish and Wildlife Service is charged not only with management of national 

wildlife refuges, but also with species conservation and protection outside the refuge 

system. The Arizona Ecological Services Program of the FWS is involved in protection 

of endangered and threatened species, at Organ Pipe and elsewhere. Importantly, the 

Ecological Services Program consults with and issues reports (biological opinions) to 

other federal agencies as part of environmental assessments of proposed projects. This 

might include, for example, working with Border Patrol to assess the potential impacts of 

a proposed road or barrier to threatened or endangered species. 
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Conservation organizations and the West Desert 

Though Ajo is a small town, it has a small base of non-profit organizations that 

are linked to Organ Pipe and neighboring protected areas. The Cabeza Prieta Natural 

History Association, established in 1995, is the “Friends” organization for the Cabeza 

Prieta National Wildlife Refuge. The association hosts bi-weekly natural history 

presentations, outings for members and non-members to local natural attractions, and 

gathers volunteers for work projects on the wildlife refuge. The Arizona Archeological 

Society has an active chapter in Ajo, which sponsors monthly presentations on 

archeology, site surveys and excavations, and regular outings to spots of archeological 

and historic interest. Membership overlaps considerably with local membership in the 

Arizona Site Stewards Program, a volunteer staffed program to monitor Pre-Columbian 

and historic sites on public lands. These organizations are active during the cooler 

months, when most members return to their winter homes in Ajo. 

The International Sonoran Desert Alliance is a non-profit based in Ajo that was 

originally established to focus broadly on issues of ecological conservation and 

sustainable development. In the past, ISDA was deeply involved in the efforts to create 

an international biosphere reserve that would have included Organ Pipe, Cabeza Prieta, 

and El Pinacate (Chester 2006). ISDA has more recently shifted its focus away from land 

conservation to a variety of community revitalization projects in Ajo. Among the most 

ambitious was a recently completed renovation of the historic Curley School to create 

low-income housing and studio space for artists. In the realm of public lands and 

conservation, the organization sponsors semi-regular work parties to do volunteer work at 
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surrounding protected areas during the winter months and recently provided support for 

funding for an additional staff member at El Pinacate with funds from the National Park 

Foundation, the charitable partner to the National Park Service. 

Outside of Ajo, several regional and national conservation organizations have 

focused attention on changes on public lands resulting from migration, smuggling and 

border enforcement. Staff from the Defenders of Wildlife and Sky Island Alliance have 

made site visits to Organ Pipe and Cabeza Prieta to meet with staff about migration, 

smuggling, and border enforcement. The Wildlands Project and Defenders of Wildlife 

have organized annual symposiums that gathered staff from federal land management 

agencies, conservation organizations, and the Department of Homeland Security to 

discuss border security on protected lands. Other conservation organizations that have 

participated include the Sierra Club, Sky Island Alliance, and the Center for Biological 

Diversity. The Arizona Wilderness Coalition and other wilderness groups have consulted 

with FWS concerning border security activities in Cabeza Prieta. With the exception of 

the Wildlands Project, the above listed organizations all have offices or local chapters 

based in Tucson, Arizona. 
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History of migration, smuggling and enforcement in the Organ Pipe Area 

The landscape now encompassed by Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument has a 

long history of human migration and exchange, from the O’odham salt trails to 

prohibition-era smuggling of mescal from Sonora into the then booming mining town of 

Ajo, north of the monument. Smuggling and migration through Organ Pipe demonstrates 

that the importance of this area as a thoroughfare for people and illicit goods is not new. 

However, recent changes in migration, smuggling and border enforcement along the U.S. 

border have led to unprecedented levels of human traffic across the landscape.  

 

Figure 5: Ajo Station Area of Responsibility 
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Smugglers have shipped an assortment of illicit goods through the Organ Pipe 

area since the late 1800s. During prohibition, between 1920 and 1933, runners routinely 

smuggled alcohol (especially mescal and tequila) from Mexico into the U.S. A long-time 

Ajo resident, Margaret Ross, described how her grandmother ran a “freighting business” 

which brought staples, as well as alcohol, from agricultural centers in northern Sonora 

through the west side of the Organ Pipe area to Ajo miners. One smuggling technique she 

used was to hide bottles of tequila in large cheese rounds (Havins and Ross 1999). In 

1917, local authorities arrested four smugglers at a ranch south of Ajo for attempting to 

provide arms and munitions to Villista soldiers during the Mexican Revolution (Ajo 

Copper News 1917). Opium was another contraband item that traveled through the area 

at the beginning of the 1900s, sometimes smuggled by the same networks which brought 

undocumented Chinese immigrants to the U.S. (Delgado 2000; Gray 1972).  

The first undocumented immigrants to cross the U.S.-Mexico border into the U.S. 

through the Organ Pipe area were Chinese immigrants in the late 1800s and early 1900s. 

The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 prohibited Chinese from immigrating to the United 

States. However, Chinese immigrants continued arriving after 1882, generally funded 

either by family residing in the U.S., or sponsored by the Chinese Six Companies, an 

organization of affiliated Chinese immigrant associations based in San Francisco. 

Smuggling Chinese immigrants across the Sonora-Arizona border became a profitable 

enterprise, with migrants paying anywhere from $50 to $200 in smuggling fees. Though 

there are no accurate records, thousands of Chinese immigrants likely traveled through 

Sonora at the turn of the century (Delgado 2000). Jeff Milton, who worked as a line rider 
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for the Immigration Service, was assigned to the Organ Pipe area between 1904 and 1908 

to curtail smuggling of Chinese migration, primarily by local U.S. residents. Milton 

guessed that he tracked between 300-500 Chinese immigrants in the area, before 

smuggling decreased and he was assigned to another post (Milton 1938). 

Early park administrators noted that trails in the monument were used by 

undocumented migrants (Southwestern Monuments Association 1945). Rangers 

occasionally apprehended migrants in the park, turning them over to Customs, the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service, or Border Patrol. As early as 1955, Organ Pipe’s 

superintendent reported to the NPS National Director, “Four ‘wet-backs’ were pickup up 

[sic] in the headquarters area and taken to the Immigration Office at Lukeville. We will 

expect more as the hot weather draws to a close and the harvest season further north 

draws nearer” (Henson 1955). Park records (though incomplete) suggest that between 

1950 and 1965, park rangers apprehended on average a few migrants a month. In the mid 

1960s, Organ Pipe began to see some increases in undocumented migration according to 

park records.  

Minor amounts of opiates, and later marijuana, have passed through the Organ 

Pipe area since the late 1800s. But in the 1970s, drug smuggling (mostly of marijuana) 

exploded in the Ajo area. The Customs Service opened permanent stations at Lukeville 

and on the Tohono O’odham reservation to counter narcotics trafficking. The high levels 

of smuggling lasted roughly a decade. With funding (and pressure) from the U.S. 

government, Mexican drug enforcement authorities waged a marijuana eradication 

campaign, spraying production fields with the herbicide Paraquat beginning in the mid-
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1970s. The program resulted in a dramatic (though temporary) drop in Mexican 

marijuana production, much of which had been destined for the U.S. (Reuter and 

Ronfeldt 1992). Further, increased law enforcement in Arizona pushed smuggling 

operations to Florida and the Gulf of Mexico. No longer needed in the Arizona-Sonora 

border region, customs agents stationed at Lukeville were transferred to the southern U.S. 

While drug smuggling dropped in the 1980s, undocumented migration through 

the Organ Pipe area during that time continued to increase. Interviews with long-term and 

former park staff and former Border Patrol agents suggest that many undocumented 

migrants during this time period walked across the park boundary on foot (around the 

Port of Entry) and quickly hitched rides on Highway 85. During this time, few Border 

Patrol agents patrolled the area, making the highway a viable exit route for 

undocumented migrants. But as early as the 1980s, migrants were making long treks by 

foot across the monument to pick-up points near the town of Ajo or on the Tohono 

O’odham reservation. Ted Conover, an American journalist, accompanied migrants from 

central Mexico as they crossed into the U.S. through Organ Pipe (Conover 1987). He 

describes rapidly traversing the monument on foot (his companions in handmade 

sandals), with little water or rest over days and nights. In 1980, 13 Salvadoran migrants 

died of dehydration while crossing Organ Pipe, drawing national attention.4 Still, former 

Organ Pipe staff remember the 1980s as a time when migration, smuggling, and border 

enforcement were not a major concerns for the monument, compared to damages from 

cattle ranching or the growth of agriculture (and groundwater use) in the neighboring 
                                                 
4 Spilken (1983) documents the stories of the Salvadoran migrants who died in the 

desert, as well as the stories of the survivors from this tragedy. 
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Sonoyta valley. The stories of migrants traveling through Organ Pipe in the 1980s, 

however, foreshadowed the dramatic increases in smuggling, migration, and enforcement 

that the area would witness in the 1990s.  

Increases in migration, smuggling, and border enforcement at Organ Pipe 

Until recently, the Border Patrol’s Ajo station was a place that routinely fell “off the 

maps” of the sector headquarters office in Tucson. An agent working at the station in the 

mid 1990s describes how the Ajo station was “just a few miles past the end of the world,” 

We were sort of off the map...They have something called the Desert Watch, which 
is a little magazine that [Tucson Sector Headquarters] puts out, about all the activity. 
They would never, ever refer to the Ajo station as the Ajo station. They would refer 
to it as the West Desert Corridor. But every other station in sector…all the way 
across the board, it would list their names and what they had done. And then it’s like, 
[for] the West Desert Corridor…it would say, There’s not much going on out there. 
It’s hot or something. 

According to agents, because the station received little attention from headquarters, it 

often received limited, lower quality equipment and supplies compared with the rest of 

the sector. One agent described transportation options at the station in the 1980s and 

1990s,  

Ajo, being so isolated from sector headquarters and anything else, we were always 
kinda left out in the cold. Worst vehicles, the oldest vehicles they could find, they 
sent to Ajo. We had horse patrol at one time, but then they realized that it was 
costing too much to get the horses to vets [and] to get the hay to Ajo….So they 
discontinued the horses. They had motorcycles that no one knew how to ride because 
we couldn’t afford the training time. Or the maintenance on them….We were just 
always put on the back burner. 

Few agents were stationed in Ajo; until the mid 1990s there were no more than 20 agents. 

The farthest western station in the Tucson sector, the Ajo station operated for decades out 
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of a motley collection of trailers with a handful of agents, and a low profile within the 

sector.  

The status of the station in part reflected the minimal number of undocumented 

migrants passing through the area until the mid 1990s. An agent describes the Ajo station 

area in the late 1980s, 

Here, there were no crossings. You would go out in the desert day after day and not 
catch anybody. Not anybody. Not have any contact with illegal aliens.…I’m serious 
when I say a busy month, for this station, back then in ’88, was 38 aliens a month… 
You just wouldn’t see a track for days. I mean sometimes you’d go the whole week 
and finally, finally, you’d run across, Oh, look! Right here, there’s a group that 
entered. And you’d start working it, because you were so glad to finally come upon 
something. 

Organ Pipe staff describe the amount of migration and smuggling in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s in a similar way. As one staff member explained to me, evidence of 

undocumented migrants, such as remnants of a campfire, was an exciting anomaly that 

piqued the curiosity of law enforcement rangers. 

But beginning in the mid to late 1990s, the levels of undocumented migration and 

smuggling, followed by border enforcement, increased tremendously in the area. How did 

a remote, rugged segment of the Arizona border become an important travel route for 

undocumented migrants and large quantities of drugs? A variety of local, national, and 

transnational factors coalesced to make the Organ Pipe area a viable corridor for 

unauthorized cross-border traffic. First, changes in U.S. border enforcement strategies 

pushed migration and smuggling routes out of urban corridors and into rural areas. 

Second, the internationalized drug war, specifically in the U.S., Mexico, and Colombia, 

reshaped the transportation pathways of the transnational illicit drug industry in the 
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Americas. Third, several unique geographic features of the Organ Pipe area may have 

made the area more favorable to unauthorized border crossings during the 1990s.  

In the mid 1990s, the Border Patrol initiated two localized campaigns with far 

reaching consequences: Operation Gatekeeper in San Diego, California, begun in 1993 

and Operation Hold-the-Line in El Paso, Texas, begun in 1994. Border Patrol’s strategy 

was to intensify enforcement in urban areas through increases in agents; construction of 

border walls and other enforcement infrastructure, like stadium lights and roads; and 

more surveillance equipment, like video cameras and sensors. This strategy is based on 

the Border Patrol’s concept of “deterrence through prevention.” Following this rationale, 

leaders within the agency, most famously Silvestre Reyes, chief of the El Paso sector in 

the 1990s, argued that the agency could proactively deter people from entering 

unauthorized into the U.S. Though Reyes was the first chief to initiate this concentrated 

enforcement effort, deterrence through prevention was most fully executed in the San 

Diego sector, with triple border walls and an increased patrol force along the San Diego-

Tijuana border. Declared a success in reducing illegal border crossings, the same strategy 

was subsequently implemented in smaller urban corridors, like Nogales, Arizona, and 

continues to be replicated.  

Escalated enforcement in border cities like San Diego-Tijuana and El Paso-Juarez 

was made possible through swelling congressional funding for Border Patrol in the 1990s 

and 2000s. Border Patrol’s budget between 1993 and 1998 increased 148 percent, from 

$354 million to $877 million (Andreas 2000), and almost doubled again to $1.6 billion in 

2002 (Massey 2005a). Most of the budget increases were devoted to staffing, with the 
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number of agents growing from 3,421 in 1993 to 9,189 in 2002, an increase of 270 

percent. But additional funding also went to build border infrastructure like roads, walls, 

and stadium lighting, and was invested in surveillance equipment like ground sensors and 

video cameras.  

The enforcement strategy of prevention through deterrence has not reduced 

undocumented crossing rates, but simply shifted undocumented migration into remote 

and potentially treacherous areas of Arizona (Cornelius 2001). Figure 6 shows Border 

Patrol’s apprehension rates from 1992 to 2005 in the San Diego and Tucson sectors. 

Between 1995 and 2005, apprehensions in Border Patrol’s San Diego sector dropped 75 

percent while apprehensions in the Tucson sector, which includes most of southern 

Arizona, almost doubled.  

 
 
Figure 6: USBP Apprehensions, San Diego and Tucson sectors, 1992-2005 
Data source: Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (2006) 
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During roughly the same time period that the San Diego sector dropped its 

apprehension rates, the Ajo Station increased its apprehensions twenty-three fold. Figure 

7 shows apprehension rates for the Ajo Station from 1994 to 2006. Higher apprehension 

rates in Ajo partly reflect the increase in the number of agents since the mid 1990s 

(discussed in more detail below). But current and former Border Patrol agents and Organ 

Pipe staff suggest that undocumented crossing rates in the Ajo area were increasing even 

before apprehension rates rose.5  

 
 
Figure 7: USBP Apprehensions, Ajo Station, 1994-2006, in two year intervals 
Data sources: Lissoway (2006), unpublished USBP statistics, and unpublished 
OPCNM documents 

When the Ajo area first became a higher traffic corridor, human smugglers and 

migrants used a variety of strategies to cross the border. Smugglers gave rides to 

                                                 
5 Apprehension rates are not straight-forward indicators of unauthorized crossing 

rates. For example, the success rate of undocumented entrants in crossing the border un-
apprehended can vary by sector and station, dependent on geography and the resources of 
crossers and agents. However, they are often the only available quantitative indicators of 
crossing rates. Border Patrol refuses to release statistics on repeat apprehensions or their 
estimates for total crossings. See Cornelius (2001) for a more complete discussion.   
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undocumented migrants, either on the highway or off-road through the monument. Large 

groups of migrants, organized by smugglers, skirted around ports of entry and away from 

typical spots patrolled by agents. A line agent describes what the increase in migration in 

the late 1990s was like, 

We started seeing loads and loads of vehicles coming down the highway and just 
blatantly. Full of people…that was like two or three a day, in those days. Plus the 
groups that would come up started to get larger and more frequent…groups of 
sixty, seventy people at a time…[they were] trying to walk them all the way north 
of town [Ajo] to get past us before they got ‘em in a car…They were actually 
doing it, until we caught on. Because it would take awhile to catch on, especially 
since we weren’t used to these trends.  
 

Agents described the station, which had few staff, as overrun by the number of 

undocumented migrants. The stories of overwhelmed agents at Ajo reflect the fact that, 

after Operations Gatekeeper and Hold-the-Line, the likelihood that migrants would be 

apprehended actually decreased (Massey 2005b). 

I asked a line agent if Border Patrol anticipated the increases in undocumented 

migration in the Ajo sector in the 1990s:  

In Ajo, I don’t think they did. [Laughs.] I don’t think they had expected it. I think the 
reason for that is because of the amount of desert there is to cross here. It’s a lot 
easier to get across in Yuma, where there’s civilization when you cross that border. 
Or in Nogales. When you cross the border here, there is nothing. For thirty miles or 
so, you’re not going to come across anything. And I think that’s why it was less 
traveled. But when, of course, [Border Patrol] started buckling down on the other 
places, then [border crossers] had no choice. They had to come through here. 

When Border Patrol first implemented the prevention through deterrence strategy, it 

anticipated increases in undocumented migration in rural sectors (U.S. Government 

Accountability Office 1999). But architects of the prevention through deterrence strategy 

proposed that the rugged and remote topography of rural Texas, Arizona, and New 
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Mexico would act as a natural deterrent to undocumented migrants, who would assess the 

terrain as too formidable. The suggestion that the Sonoran Desert would act as a natural 

barrier to unauthorized crossings proved grossly ill-informed and the consequences have 

been tragic. 

Migration through isolated sections of the Sonoran Desert is dangerous, because 

of extreme climatic conditions, rough terrain, and limited radio and cellular 

communication. Migrants may walk three days or more through the desert, where 

summer daytime temperatures average 100 degrees Fahrenheit and few natural water 

sources exist. Organ Pipe rangers, over the last few years, have reported an average of 

three to four deaths of border crossers per year. The most dramatic recent case was the 

deaths of 14 Mexican migrants who crossed through Organ Pipe in 2001 and died nearby 

on Cabeza Prieta.6 In 2006, 216 migrants died crossing the Arizona border, mostly from 

heat exposure (Arizona Daily Star 2007). Across the entire U.S.-Mexico border region, 

migrant fatalities increased ten times between 1995 and 2006 (Cornelius 2006). Crossing 

the desert has also become more costly, as more migrants rely on human smugglers, who 

charge increasing fees, to ensure a successful crossing (Cornelius 2007). The increasing 

risks and costs to undocumented migrants are the result of the segmented border 

militarization policies initiated in urban areas in the 1990s and extended to Arizona’s 

borderlands in the 2000s. Although Cornelius (2001), among others, labels migrant 

deaths as an “unintended consequence” of increased enforcement, Magaña (2008) argues 

                                                 
6 This tragic case received national media attention and is covered more 

extensively by Urrea (2004). 
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that the potential for an increase in migrant deaths was easily foreseeable and anticipated, 

if not widely publicized. 

 Despite the challenges and risks, undocumented migrants remained undeterred. 

The vast majority of undocumented migrants crossing the U.S.-Mexico border are 

Mexican citizens, motivated primarily by wage differences between Mexico and the U.S., 

where migrants can earn eight to ten times more than in their hometowns (Cornelius 

2007). Further, ties within and across families, communities, and labor networks in the 

U.S. and Mexico, make work in the U.S. both imaginable and possible for undocumented 

migrants. In 2006 and 2007, when I conducted fieldwork at Organ Pipe, the U.S. 

economy was booming and job prospects for undocumented migrants were high. Beyond 

traditional seasonal agriculture jobs, rapid urban growth across the southwest U.S. fueled 

a demand for laborers in construction. Large cities in the southwest, like Phoenix and San 

Diego, had very low (three percent) unemployment rates, meaning the demand for labor, 

especially unskilled, low-wage labor, was high (Cornelius 2006). Many industries relied 

on undocumented labor, not only in traditional receiving regions like the southwest, but 

increasingly across the U.S., from Oregon to Georgia.    

The increase in undocumented migration in the Organ Pipe area overlapped with 

the re-emergence of the Arizona-Sonora border as an important drug trafficking corridor 

in the 1990s. When Colombian and U.S. authorities cracked down on Colombian drug 

cartels, reducing the traffic of drugs through the Gulf of Mexico and Florida, drug cartels 

emerged in Mexico to fill the transportation and production void. These powerful cartels 

developed links to important politicians, financial institutions, and legal industries in 
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Mexico and the U.S. (Gledhill 1999). The primary drug smuggled through Arizona from 

Mexico is marijuana, which is increasingly found in cultivation in northwestern Mexico 

(National Drug Intelligence Center 2008). The human and drug smuggling organizations 

in the Arizona-Sonoran border region have become partially entwined, though conflict 

between major cartels, minor drug transport cells, and human smuggling rings have led to 

periodic violence. 

The Ajo area was an important corridor for marijuana smuggling in the 1990s and 

2000s. Figure 8 shows the marijuana seizure rates for the Ajo Station from FY2001 to 

FY2007. In FY2007, the Ajo Border Patrol station seized 174,000 pounds of marijuana 

(worth roughly $174 million in the border area); the station ranked second highest among 

Border Patrol stations nationally for marijuana seizures.7 In qualitative interviews, 

informants suggest an increase in drug smuggling in the region since the 1990s.   

                                                 
7 The increase in marijuana seizures by Ajo Border Patrol agents is most likely the 

result of increased smuggling. But, it may also be the result of changes in agency 
responsibilities. Prior to 2003, the Customs Service was the lead drug seizure agency on 
the border. Although Border Patrol had the authority to seize drugs, it focused primarily 
on apprehending undocumented migrants. The Customs Service was eliminated in 2003, 
with the creation of Customs and Border Protection. Border Patrol and the National Park 
Service now make most of the drug seizures in the Ajo area. 
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Figure 8: USBP Marijuana Seizures, Ajo Station, FY2001 to FY 2007 
Data Source: Unpublished USBP statistics 

Several local factors may also have made Organ Pipe an initially favorable 

corridor for undocumented migration and smuggling when traditional urban corridors 

became less viable routes. Highway 85 provides paved north-south access through the 

monument. Along the Arizona-Sonora border, the other paved north-south highways 

cross the border at urban areas (Nogales, Douglas, and Yuma), cities which were under 

increasing surveillance. Border Patrol did not have a semi-permanent check point on 

Highway 85, at the monument’s entrance in the late 1990s. Also, although Organ Pipe is 

rural, it abuts the growing town of Sonoyta, which has the capacity to provide basic 

infrastructure and services, like grocery stores and hotels, to undocumented and 

smugglers.  

After undocumented migration and smuggling increased in the Ajo area, border 

enforcement increased as well. Since the mid 1990s, the number of agents in the Ajo 

station has multiplied by fourteen. Speaking about the late 1990s and early 2000s, one 
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agent explained, “That’s when we started getting more agents. I mean, that’s when they 

realized that we did not have the manpower.”  Figure 9 shows the increase in the number 

of agents stationed in Ajo from 1994 to 2007. In 1994, the station had 14 agents; in a 

little over ten years, that number had grown to close to 200 agents. In addition to the 

increase in permanent agents, Border Patrol stop-gapped by assigning agents from other 

stations to “detail” at the Ajo station, generally a thirty-day, voluntary assignment. 

During its understaffed period, the Ajo station could have as many as ninety “detailers” 

working at the station.  

 

Figure 9: Number of Agents, Ajo Station, 1994-2007 
Sources: Customs and Border Protection (2007), Government Accounting Office 
(1996), Marizco (2005), unpublished USBP statistics, interviews. Extrapolated from 
data points 1994, 1997, 1999, 2001, 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2007. Some numbers are 
estimates.  

In addition to increased manpower, Border Patrol also began proposing and 

building enforcement infrastructure. In 2002, the agency finalized plans for two 

backcountry camps. The Bates Well camp, located in the northern part of Organ Pipe, 

 



77 
 

consists of two trailers for specially trained search and rescue agents. The other 

backcountry outpost, Camp Grip, is a permanent base on Cabeza Prieta staffed by agents 

from the Ajo and neighboring Wellton stations. Ajo Station agents access this camp 

through Organ Pipe. The Ajo Station uses a third permanent camp on the Tohono 

O’odham reservation, called Papago Farms. The aim of these backcountry camps, or 

“forward operating bases,” is to reduce agent commute times to patrol areas and provide 

around the clock coverage that is closer to the border than station offices. Border Patrol 

also proposed constructing new dirt roads in Organ Pipe; this proposal was never 

finalized or made public. 

The shifts in migration, smuggling, and enforcement to remote border wildlands 

are myriad. Environments, communities of land managers and land users, and land 

management strategies have all been reshaped; this reshaping is the topic of this 

dissertation.  
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CHAPTER THREE: TRASH, TRAILS, AND OTHER ECOLOGICAL 

IMPACTS AT ORGAN PIPE 

 

The increase in undocumented migration and drug smuggling at Organ Pipe is evidenced 

on the landscape in very small and larger ways. Driving down the highway that bisects 

the park, a visitor would likely miss these changes. But as I met and worked with staff, 

they began to point out to me the features of these changes. If I were to piece together 

their descriptions and stories to create a tour of the ecological impacts of migration and 

smuggling at Organ Pipe, I would begin in the southeastern corner of the park, where the 

Sierra de Santa Rosa stretches out from the Ajo Mountains to meet the border.  

One November afternoon, Ralph, a resource manager, invited me to drive out 

along the border road in the east end of the park. We checked a few sites for potential 

maintenance needs and then Ralph drove to the end of the road, where it hit a steep and 

rocky incline. Here, the upright, soldered rail vehicle barrier which the park constructed 

along the border gave way to movable, Normandy-style barriers, typically used on steep 

and rocky terrain. Ralph pointed out to me a set of tire tracks and the remains of a toppled 

organ pipe cactus. He explained that when the vehicle barrier was completed, but the 

Normandy barriers were not yet placed, smugglers had skirted around the barrier and 

straight out across the Sonoyta Valley, taking out the organ pipe cactus and whatever 

other vegetation was in their path with their vehicle.  

Off-road driving through the monument, especially in wilderness areas, was 

among the biggest concerns of Organ Pipe staff. Staff estimated several hundreds of 
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miles of unofficial roads in the monument, roughly a third of which had been created 

since 2004.8 Most obviously, off-road driving destroys vegetation and kicks up plumes of 

dust. But staff were also concerned about longer-term ecological impacts, including soil 

compaction, changes in vegetation growth patterns, and wildlife disturbances and 

fatalities. From the perspective of Organ Pipe law enforcement rangers, off-road driving 

by smugglers meant high-speed vehicle chases close to the border, which posed a danger 

to staff and visitors alike.  

In the early 2000s, Organ Pipe experimented with different strategies to limit off-

road driving in the park. In places where vehicles typically left the highway to drive off-

road, maintenance crews cut steep ditches in hopes that vehicles would get stuck. In some 

locations, park staff placed concrete Jersey barriers, like those seen along highways 

during construction, across routes regularly used by smugglers. Of course, these 

strategies created their own ecological problems, especially in changing hydrology, 

creating a spiral of impacts.9 Then, in 2004, the park began to construct a vehicle barrier 

along the entire length of the park’s southern boundary. Except at the west end of the 

barrier, park staff had witnessed a dramatic drop in off-road driving across the border and 

into the park after the vehicle barrier was completed in 2006.  

If Ralph and I had been on foot the day he showed me where smugglers had 

driven around the vehicle barrier and over the organ pipe cactus, we might also have seen 

the numerous footpaths flowing from the border fence north into the Sonoyta Valley. 
                                                 
8 See Sharp and Gimblett (In press) for more details on unofficial roads and trails, 

as well as aerial photos. 
9 Natural resource management staff eventually prevailed in debates about the 

Jersey barriers, which were moved. 
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(Even from a slow moving truck, they were often unoticeable.) Adam, another staff 

member, showed me a map of migrant/smuggler foot trails that Organ Pipe staff had 

created. Many fingers of foot trails began at the border’s edge, converging into larger and 

larger paths that aimed toward a handful of mountain passes, canyons, and lay-up sites in 

the park. The park estimated that it had over 300 miles of unofficial footpaths that 

stretched across the park from its southern border. Figure 8 shows a photograph of an 

unofficial trail in the west side of the park. 

 

Figure 10: Unofficial trail 
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Jane, another staff member from resource management, showed me one of the 

nodes of intersection for the foot trails crossing the Sonoyta Valley on the southeast side 

of the park. We parked along the side of the highway and walked cross-country about 

fifteen minutes to the top of a small hill. Here, Jane pointed out a frequently used lay-up 

site, a location where undocumented migrants would stop to rest and change clothes 

before proceeding on their journey or stepping out to the highway to catch a ride 

northward. Strewn across the desert floor was a scattering of empty water bottles and 

sun-faded bundles of clothes. The single-file foot trail leading to the lay-up site was 

distinct, and we could see it stretch back into the valley floor.  

Looking west across the road from the top of the hill, Jane and I could see the 

Puerto Blanco Mountains. Close to a pass on the northeast side of the mountains is 

Dripping Springs, one of only two permanent water sources on the monument. The spring 

is situated near a historic footpath through the monument. More recently, the spring has 

served as a water source or way marker for migrants and smugglers traveling on foot 

through the park. Staff first noticed major changes at the spring in 2001. That year, they 

hauled out over a ton of garbage from the surrounding area (Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument 2006), and noted that graffiti lined the rock cliffs near the spring and deep 

footpaths led up to the pass. Campfire rings concerned staff because they suggested the 

possibility for future wildfires. The spring itself was filled with the debris of dead insects, 

making it a questionable safe water source for people, or wildlife. 
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Although staff told me about Dripping Springs, I never had the opportunity to 

visit because the site was closed to the public and staff during my time at Organ Pipe.10 I 

relied on written materials and staff interviews to more fully outline the ecological 

impacts of smuggling and migration. Numerous government publications, news articles, 

congressional testimony, and non-profit conservation reports display the environmental 

damage of migration, smuggling and increased enforcement in Arizona’s public lands. 

They include dramatic photographs and descriptions of enormous trash piles, illegal 

roads, abandoned trucks and bicycles, graffiti, and human waste.11 The reports and 

descriptions people shared with me were more dramatic than the impacts I saw myself, 

partly because they were an accumulation of experiences and changes over the last 

decade. 

All of these disparate ecological changes that land agency staff linked in some 

way to undocumented migration and smuggling were lumped together by the descriptive 

term, “border impacts.” Asking staff and local conservationists to share with me what 

they thought were the most dramatic “border impacts” was relatively easy. But 

understanding what these changes meant, socially and scientifically, was more 

complicated. In particular, a number of narratives about trash and its place in the park 

emerged in the interactions between Organ Pipe staff and volunteers and local 

conservationists. These narratives reflected contrasting ideas about Organ Pipe as a 

national monument and the place of undocumented migrants in national spaces. 

                                                 
10 I discuss park closures in more detail in chapters five and six. 
11 See for examples, Cart (2006), Di Silvestro (2007), Immigration and 

Naturalization Service (2001), and Vanderpool (2006). 
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The meanings of trash 

It was a sunny October day and I was riding along Highway 85 in the monument 

with an intern, Jane, and her counterpart from another land agency, Karen. We were on 

the hunt for trash. Jane passed us a map she’d prepared for the day’s trip, marked with 

locations where other staff had recently spotted trash or that were well-known for their 

accumulations. We had packed our lunches in the back of the SUV, but no trash bags. 

This was a scouting mission only. Later, Jane planned to bring volunteer youth groups 

out to pick up the garbage.  

The first site was just off the highway, not far north of the visitor center. Jane 

pulled over and I saw quite a bit of trash along the side of the road: shriveled lime wedges 

encased in empty Corona bottles, soda cans, plastic water bottles, and faded chips bags 

tossed from passing cars. Jane kicked a couple bottles around and declared the debris to 

be “Pointhead” trash. “Pointhead” is a nickname for travelers to Rocky Point (Puerto 

Peñasco), Sonora, which she adopted from a long-time resident of the area. This was not 

the trash treasure we were pursuing, so we slid down into the wash paralleling the 

highway.   

We followed the drainage south to a pile of Kern’s fruit juice cans and various 

food containers strewn along the ground. This was our X, the trash site law enforcement 

rangers had suggested to Jane. We picked through the pile and its vicinity. The cans 

spilled out of a burlap sack, which Karen pointed to right away; “a mule bag,” she said. 

(“Mule” is a term for the young men paid to walk backpacks of marijuana across the 

border for drug smugglers.) Most of the food cans were full, though some aluminum juice 
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cans looked as though they had been speared open by javelina in search of a tasty 

cocktail. We found two unopened packets of Marlboro Red cigarettes, a car battery, 

cables, a charger for a two-way radio, and a set of gallon water jugs painted black and 

tied together with twine. Jane and Karen surmised we were looking at drug smuggler 

trash and pointed out the clues for me: lots of good provisions, burlap sacks, blackened 

water jugs, and communication devices. Drug smugglers are well equipped with 

technology, they explained. Karen said that on her first day of solo trash clean-up she 

found a pair of night vision goggles, which she imagined had been discarded by 

smugglers.  

Throughout the rest of the day we traversed the park, looking for trash and sifting 

casually through it, Jane and Karen sharing anecdotes and tips on how to manage and 

understand trash in the borderlands. Thus began my induction as an amateur student of 

trash. 

The amount of trash that accumulates from migrant and smuggler traffic through 

the Arizona borderlands has captured the attention of journalists, land managers, 

conservationists, and residents. Even the Secretary of the Department of Homeland 

Security, Michael Chertoff, weighed in on trash, while defending DHS plans to build a 

wall at the end of the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area, a couple hundred 

miles east of Organ Pipe. “Illegal migrants really degrade the environment. I've seen 

pictures of human waste, garbage, discarded bottles and other human artifact in pristine 

areas. And believe me, that is the worst thing you can do to the environment,” he 

declared (Associated Press 2007). “Trash and trails” became almost a mantra, as 
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interviewee after interviewee repeated that trash and trails were the most obvious and 

ubiquitous ecological impacts that they witnessed from migration and smuggling in 

protected areas. People recounted the largest trash piles they had seen and vividly 

described the most interesting items they’d found. A few people I knew had mementos 

hoarded from garbage clean-ups: a photograph, a baby’s sock, a plastic emblem of Jesus 

Malverde12.  

In the course of my fieldwork, I participated in multiple trash clean-ups, read 

reports, and listened to what people said about trash, within land agencies and NGO 

organizations. Listening to people talk about trash and watching people interact with 

trash, it was clear to me that trash was more than an “ecological impact,” it was an object 

of learning, of contention, of important meanings, and of transformations. People didn’t 

just pick up trash, bag it, and send it to the landfill. They analyzed trash, reading it like a 

narrative on the landscape. They debated its ecological and aesthetic implications. Trash 

was “good to think.” The prominent place that trash held in people’s accounts strikes me 

as incongruous with what anthropologist Robin Nagle (2001) terms the “invisibility” of 

garbage in the U.S. As Nagle argues, Americans spend a lot of time and energy trying to 

erase the material existence of “the debris of culture,” to the extent that garbage is even 

“bad to think.” So why this obsession with trash on the border?     

                                                 
12  Jesus Malverde is a folk saint with origins in Sinaloa, Mexico. Legend 

describes him as a bandit who stole from the rich and redistributed wealth to the poor at 
the turn of the twentieth century. Malverde has been adopted by drug smugglers and 
border crossers, partly influenced by his historic role as an outlaw (Jónsdóttir 2004). 
Although his popularity extends more broadly in the U.S.-Mexico border region, among 
the people with whom I worked, those familiar with Malverde interpreted him more 
strictly as the patron saint of drug smugglers.     
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As stated earlier, trash was a very commonly cited environmental impact of 

migration and smuggling in public lands, including Organ Pipe. Brad, an Organ Pipe staff 

member, describes trash in the park,  

When you get in these remote areas, and it’s real easy to see by helicopter, the 
garbage they leave behind is just mind-boggling. Mounds and mounds and mounds. 
Tons and tons of stuff. Water jugs and clothes and food and food wrappers…One 
that jumps to mind is the Sweetwater Pass.…It used to be a huge thoroughfare, and it 
still is. I flew over it in 2002….I was just like, ‘I can’t believe.’ It was like thousands 
of water jugs. Any of the big passes, Jessica, through the Ajos or on the west side 
here, like Dripping Spring, the Maze, all the areas, you can walk through any of 
them, and you see loads and loads and loads of trash. 

His description parallels federal agency reports to Congress on the environmental impacts 

of undocumented migration (Department of Interior 2003; 2004; 2005; 2006; 

Immigration and Naturalization Service et al. 2001). At public presentations that I 

attended, other federal agency staff also emphasized the sheer quantities of, and their 

disbelief about, the amount of trash left behind. Reporting to Congress after a visit to 

Organ Pipe, Representative Tom Tancredo referred to the park as “Organ Pipe National 

Dump” (2003:H2918). The reports and presentations are filled with photographs and 

statistics on tons of trash removed, to emphasize the magnitude of garbage accumulating 

in the borderlands. 

Dumping (garbage) on public lands is not a phenomena that is limited to border 

public lands, migration, and smuggling. But public land employees and NGO volunteers 

have come to recognize specific patterns of trash which they link to migrants or 

smugglers. This trash is found along trails; at lay-up sites, where migrants and smugglers 

spend the night or wait for rides; and at scouting sites, which are generally in high passes 

where scouts for drug smugglers monitor law enforcement activity. Plastic water bottles; 
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empty food containers and wrappers with labels in Spanish; new backpacks; dirty 

clothing; personal hygiene items, like toothpaste and hair gel; jackets and blankets; and 

broken bicycles are typical items which are understood to distinguish trash left by 

migrants or smugglers. The location and types of trash are clues that differentiate trash 

left by migrants from trash left by other visitors or local residents. This distinction was 

significant, both in how people interpreted trash and what they chose to do with it. 

Most often, trash was simply taken for granted as an environmental impact, 

whether in interviews, conversations, or public presentations. But occasionally people 

would expand on trash as an environmental problem. Tempted by leftover food in 

containers, wildlife might eat plastic wrappers and other waste. Garbage sites, especially 

those that included human feces, were presumed to host diseases that threatened human 

and wildlife health, either directly or through pollution of adjacent water sources. Broken 

glass could cut animals. Accumulations of trash might discourage wildlife from 

frequenting an area and using limited water sources. Alternately, trash piles might attract 

certain scavengers, like ravens, creating micro-ecosystems of garbage.13  

Overwhelmingly, though, trash was viewed as something that did not belong in 

parks, and especially in wilderness. As Douglas (1966) argues, dirt can be defined as 

“matter out of place,” which upsets material and social orders. This idea is well 

exemplified in the following description by some Organ Pipe volunteers: 

Bill: When we first came here, to go in the backcountry, because I like to 
backpack,…I came across a lot of things that disturbed me, because when I do 

                                                 
13 I discuss scientific assessments and debates about the ecological implications of 

trash, along with other impacts in more detail in the following section. 
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backpack in the backcountry, I like to see pristine sites. And my gosh, I was finding 
a lot of impact from human passage, a lot of trash…  
 
Jessica: What kind of things did you see that were upsetting you- 
 
Bill: Oh my god, you see- 
 
Jessica: or that you didn’t see pristine any more? 
 
Bill: A lot of trash! A lot of trash from illegals. The milk cartons, the milk bottles, 
and we found a muffler; we found a fender; we found tires, rims. 14 
 
Nan: We found an axle. 
 
Bill: An axle! In the backcountry. I mean, it just doesn’t have any place there for it. 
It doesn’t belong in the backcountry. We were in wilderness areas and, according to 
the federal statute, there are certain things that are just not allowed in wilderness 
area. 

Bill was troubled by trash because it was matter out of place, according to his own 

definition of the backcountry as “pristine” and following the legal definition of 

wilderness. 

As matter out of place, trash was a visual pollutant that detracted from the value 

of the park and its wilderness. Jane described her first view of Organ Pipe in connection 

to its trash, “When I first got here, I was going out to all the trails, all the lay-up sites, and 

right down on the border, where it’s kind of trashy, too…And I was kind of disgusted by 

it in general; it just seemed like kind of a gross park.” Park managers wondered if visitors 

to Organ Pipe would react similarly; does trash detract from the “visitor experience?” 

The ugliness of trash is heightened in contrast to ideal parkscapes and wilderness. 

Referencing migrant trash in the park, an employee stated, “That’s terrible in a national 

                                                 
14 I think that Bill was referring to commonly found plastic gallon water jugs, 

which are similar to plastic gallon milk containers.  
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park area, but to me it’s even worse in designated wilderness because wilderness is 

supposed to be held to a higher level of protection.” Trash, as a pollutant, defiles the 

sanctity attached to national parks and to wilderness. This sentiment was reflected in 

word choice by some interviewees who declared that parts of Organ Pipe and other 

neighboring wilderness areas had been “trashed,” referring not only to the accumulations 

of garbage, but also to trails, off-road driving, and disintegration of the wilderness 

character. 

 A variety of people talking and writing about trash (and trails) attributed to 

migrants and smugglers used two important discursive strategies to emphasize trash as a 

critical problem in protected areas. Almost uniformly, land agency staff and volunteers, 

NGO staff and volunteers, and Border Patrol agents used repetition and listing in 

describing trash attributed to migrants and smugglers. Brad’s description, above, 

exemplifies repetition through repeats of “mounds,” “tons,” and “loads” to emphasize to 

me the amount of trash in Organ Pipe. Below are two additional quotes from Organ Pipe 

staff describing impacts and changes at the park, 

Lots of trails, lots of trash…Lots of people moving through the park…Many more 
trails, many more roads, much more law enforcement interdiction in the wilderness. 
 
There’s miles and miles of new road…thousands and thousands and thousands of 
trails out there. 

 Repetition serves several discursive purposes in these descriptions. First, it alerts the 

listener to an important topic through emphasis. Second, it represents linguistically the 

quantity and magnitude of trash as understood by the speaker.  
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Lists were another oft-used method for describing trash, as exhibited in Brad’s, 

Bill and Nan’s, and Chertoff’s descriptions, as well as my own. Another Organ Pipe staff 

member described a trash pile he had seen this way, “Then just tons of trash up there 

[referring to a section of the park], water bottles, food cans, clothing, backpacks, human 

waste.” At one public presentation I attended, a staff person from another federal agency 

read out loud pages of a list of items picked up at her reserve, including diapers, water 

bottles, high heels, and bike tires. Listing trash items could be as effective as repetition in 

conveying overwhelming quantities. Like in the case of Bill and Nan’s description, lists 

allow the listener to affirm that each item is matter out of place within a wilderness or 

park setting. Further, lists of specific items could be evocative, painting a vivid picture 

for the listener that invited him or her to viscerally experience what the speaker had 

witnessed. 

This enormous trash problem was often synonymous with undocumented 

migrants in conversations. On the way back to Ajo from a hike in Organ Pipe with 

members from a local NGO, our guide decided to chat with the Border Patrol agent who 

stopped us at the checkpoint outside the park. She reported that we were returning from a 

nature hike in Alamo Canyon. The agent said he was familiar with the area and that we 

must have seen a lot of trash. They don’t take as good care of the area as other people, he 

said. It was unnecessary for the agent to specify which “they” was responsible for 

“trashing” the canyon; migrants and smugglers were understood to be the principal 

bearers of trash. Our guide answered vaguely that there is a “different ethic” for people 
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passing through an area.15 In conversations among staff and local volunteers, reference to 

an empty water bottle or tuna can in the desert could easily evoke undocumented 

migration, without requiring the speaker to name undocumented migrants specifically. 

From the perspective of some land agency and local NGO staff and members, 

litter left by migrants reflected the “illegality” and undesirability of undocumented 

migrants. Trash affirmed that illegal immigrants did not respect U.S. law. As one Organ 

Pipe employee explained, “With illegal immigration there is no concern towards U.S. 

law…The kind of law that applies to a visitor in the United States doesn’t impact the 

illegal visitors coming north. So…they leave their trash anywhere and everywhere.” 

From this perspective, illegal immigrants, by name and by definition, are law-breakers. 

Within this logic, migrants who are willing to break one set of laws, related to 

immigration, are as ready to break another set of laws, related to wilderness regulations 

and littering.  

The idea that undocumented migrants and smugglers were already beyond the 

bounds of the law (coupled with logistical challenges) led to a sense that staff could not 

enforce park regulations that applied to migrant and smuggler activities. A park manager 

explained, “In other parks, you could fine people for dumping their trash. Well, we don’t 

fine people for dumping their trash, the illegals.” The typical techniques for managing 

human behavior within a park- educational materials, personal communication with park 

staff, signage, providing receptacles for trash, and citations and fines- were ruled out by 

staff as feasible options for responding to the trash left by migrants and smugglers. 
                                                 
15 Incidentally, we hadn’t seen any trash, though park staff occasionally watch the 

area closest to the road for trash accumulations. 
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Undocumented migrants and smugglers were “out of control” as soon as they crossed the 

border, so the notion that park administrators could influence littering behaviors was 

viewed as either hopeless or absurd.  

The fact that migrants leave trash along migration routes in public lands is 

(probably) a product of their state of illegality. Migrants on foot traverse these areas as 

quickly as possible to avoid apprehension. Heavy loads make for slower walking and 

exertion can quickly lead to dehydration and heat exhaustion. At Organ Pipe, lay-up sites 

are not equipped with trash cans to dispose of waste, because they are clandestine rest 

areas in wilderness, not official recreation spots. Smugglers are said to instruct migrants 

to leave their belongings at lay-up sites, likely to make room for more people in vehicles 

and because these items (like dusty clothes) would mark migrants as potentially illegal. 

Border Patrol agents are also reported to instruct apprehended migrants to leave trash and 

personal items. Most obviously, undocumented migrants would not traverse these remote 

sections of the desert if they perceived a viable alternate route. Migrants are caught in a 

circular production of illegality and criminalization, parallel to what Behdad (1998) 

describes as the way that migrants’ “illegality” justifies the state’s interventions at the 

border. Similarly, migrants’ “illegality” directs them into a position in which they leave 

material in the wilderness, which then re-affirms their criminality in the eyes of staff and 

volunteers. 

The descriptions and interpretations of trash described above in some ways 

parallel what Sundberg and Kaserman (2007), Sundberg (2008), and Taylor (2007) have 

found through ethnographic research and textual analyses. They argue that objects left by 
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migrants have come to symbolize undocumented migrants themselves and reflect and 

confirm their nature as pollutants of the American nation, and especially sacred American 

spaces like national parks. In their reading of news accounts and government reports, 

Sundberg and Kaserman (2007) put forth that these documents overwhelmingly have 

portrayed border protected areas as American spaces that are threatened by foreign 

pollutants, embodied by undocumented migrants. By framing trash (and other 

environmental impacts related to migration and smuggling) as threats to (American) 

nature, media and government reports serve to replicate wider xenophobic and racist 

discourses that argue for the exclusion of Mexican immigrants from the American nation. 

Sundberg and Kaserman conclude by wondering if the discursive links, migrants = trash 

and human waste = defilement of nature = destruction of national spaces = attack on the 

nation, in fact serve to justify the intensification of border enforcement that subjects 

migrants to increasing physical risk. 

In several ways, the Organ Pipe staff and volunteers and Ajo NGO volunteers 

with whom I worked produced similar discourses on trash. This is not surprising, given 

that they or their colleagues produced some of the reports and/or provided quotes and 

information for some of the news accounts that Sundberg and Kaserman analyzed. The 

use of lists in descriptions of trash, the equation of trash with migrant illegality, and the 

framing of trash as a defilement of nature and wilderness were common across my 

findings and those of Sundberg and Kaserman.  

In other ways, the discourses were different. The people I talked to seemed most 

concerned with damages to the “natural state,” the “backcountry,” and the “wilderness,” 
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but not as national spaces explicitly. Trash linked to undocumented migration was 

represented as breaking the law, ruining a favorite desert spot, or defiling wilderness, but 

not as invading the nation. Organ Pipe was a recognized as a national monument, meant 

for a legal (mostly American) public consumption, but people’s attachments to, and 

discussions of, the area were more personal and localized rather than nation-based. For 

example, throughout our trash excursion, Jane referred to “our” park, in which the “we” 

was not the American nation, but seemed to be the National Park Service, and the 

contrasting “they” were Border Patrol agents, who viewed “our” park and “our” 

wilderness as a problem. In people’s narratives, Organ Pipe (and neighboring Cabeza and 

other protected areas) was not a national space, but rather a local space that embodied a 

“wild” Sonoran Desert, which captured favorite memories of hiking, camping, and 

working; specific archeological sites; habitat for valued species; and old stomping 

grounds for celebrated “desert rats.” At least in interactions with me, Organ Pipe and 

local NGO staff and volunteers easily and often expressed the first part of the equation 

outlined by Sundburg and Kaserman, that migrants = trash and human waste = defilement 

of nature, but rarely talked about these components in relation to the destruction of 

national spaces or attacks on the nation.   

Unlike the media and government reports that Sundberg and Kaserman analyzed, 

some people with more intimate contact with trash developed more complex 

interpretations and meanings attached to that trash. Land agency staff and NGO staff and 

volunteers directly involved in trash pick-ups relied on trash to help them decipher 

migration and smuggling as it played out on border public lands. As one Organ Pipe staff 
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explained, trash pick-up “is pure grunt work, and disgusting in a lot of ways, but it’s a 

good way to learn about what’s really going on out there.” People used trash to fill in 

knowledge gaps about undocumented migration and smuggling in the area. Large trash 

sites marked resting areas at mid- or end points along migration trails. The quantity of 

trash could reflect quantities of migrants passing through an area.16 The aging of plastics, 

cloth and paper could suggest how recently migrants had used a trail. When I asked 

interviewees about changes in the area over the last decade, they often used the quantities 

and location of trash as an indirect way of marking the increasing levels of migrant and 

drug traffic.  

Trash could also be read for clues about the type of person from whom the trash 

originated. By looking at the type and location of trash, trash readers speculated about 

who could be blamed for “trashing” the monument. Some trash readers theorized (based 

on anecdotal evidence) that the most obvious trash originated from migrants. Smugglers, 

on the other hand, were known to bag up and hide trash in an attempt to erase evidence of 

their routes and rest locations. The source of trash was not always obvious, and 

occasionally up for debate. On the same trash scouting mission I described earlier, but at 

a different location, Jane speculated on the origins of some fresh cigarette butts and 

empty Red Bull containers we found along a foot trail west of the Bates Mountains. (Red 

Bull is a high caffeine beverage.) The thing about Red Bull, Jane explained, is that the 

                                                 
16 I accompanied volunteers for Humane Borders, a humanitarian organization 

that provides water in the desert for migrants, on a trip to service water stations in Organ 
Pipe and neighboring BLM land. The volunteers also read trash as a record of migrant 
crossings to determine how many migrants were traveling through the area.  
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smugglers drink it, but so do the Border Patrol agents. Her assumption was that both 

groups worked long hours, often at night, sometimes alone, and would rely on caffeine 

and nicotine to keep them alert, and that neither group had qualms about littering. 

However, in most cases, trash readers felt confident in their assessment about who was 

responsible for garbage sites, and this was most often migrants. 

Trash transformed 

In reflecting on dirt and pollution, Douglas suggests “We must, therefore, ask 

how dirt [and trash], which is normally destructive, sometimes becomes creative” 

(Douglas 1966:159). Though Douglas’ answer is specific to dirt and origin myths, I 

would like to answer this question by considering the ways in which trash captured the 

imagination of some Organ Pipe staff and the ways in which trash was transformed, or re-

translated, in objects of value. Keskpaik (2001) suggests that the discursive production of 

trash can be seen as a “translation mechanism” that transforms objects from something 

which has “identity,” a name and value, into trash. Occasionally, I witnessed the reverse 

process at Organ Pipe, as migrant trash was literally re-translated into functional objects 

and metaphorically re-translated into objects that had identities and stories. 

Some of what we referred to and treated as trash would be considered trash in 

many other settings: drained water bottles, plastic wrappers, or empty food cans. But 

much of what we termed trash might be better referred to as lost items: backpacks, hats, 

coats, and other articles that would be sent to the lost and found, rather than the landfill, 
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in another setting.17 In some cases, backpacks and clothes were bought by undocumented 

migrants only days before, specifically to cross the border. Land agency and NGO 

volunteers and staff regularly transformed this trash back into desirable objects, by 

recycling aluminum cans, donating newer backpacks to local shelters, washing and using 

blankets and clothes, and sending bikes to be rebuilt in workshops in the U.S. and 

Mexico.18 A rumor circulated that Border Patrol agents had taken to flattening bikes 

found in the desert with their trucks, lest they be returned to Mexico, repaired, and re-

used by incoming migrants or smugglers. Objects that were trash had value returned to 

them through the process of re-use and recycling. 

Trash readers also transformed the material objects from trash into evidence of a 

human story and read individual events through trash. The gender and age of migrants 

emerged through the style and size of clothing and the “sex” of personal hygiene items, 

like cosmetics. Bus and airline ticket stubs revealed people’s names and originating 

location. Faith and religious affiliation were inferred from icons and Bibles. People 

picking up trash actively pursued this information, by taking the time to sift through trash 

piles and empty backpacks and look for clues. As one Organ Pipe employee stated, “The 

history that’s really left behind these people as they leave a wash area to catch a ride on a 

highway, there’s all kinds of things they leave behind that tell a story of some kind or 

another. You feel for a lot of these folks, too, because their story is just as valid as any 
                                                 
17 My own limited observations and Sundberg (2008) suggest a lively 

conversation about the semiotics of garbage among humanitarian activists in southern 
Arizona that mirrors this argument.  

18 Madsen (2005) noted a similar pattern on the nearby Tohono O’odham 
reservation, where one lay-up or pick-up site was nicknamed “O’odham Walmart” in 
reference to the backpacks and clothing available to be picked up and re-used. 

 



98 
 

other.” His comment echoes Claudio Lomnitz’s (2008) suggestion that, like the 

unmarked graves of migrants who have died crossing the desert, trash left by migrants is 

a “call for recognition” to see those who are erased from official public record and 

attention.19  

An interesting interpretation that changed the meaning of migrant trash began to 

circulate among some Organ Pipe staff and local volunteers with the Arizona 

Archeological Society and Site Stewards program during the time I conducted fieldwork. 

In this interpretation, they transformed trash from an environmental impact that 

threatened resources and wilderness into an archeological artifact that would capture a 

(future) history of migration from Mexico. Below are two examples of this interpretation: 

We’ve been having a philosophical discussion, if you will, about picking up trash, 
June says. Imagine this. Thirty years from now a Hispanic man brings a young boy 
out here to the rock shelter, and he shows him an old tuna can, with writing in 
Spanish on the label, though the label’s probably gone, maybe an old fork. And he 
tells the boy, this is where your grandfather sat, looking out of the rock shelter, 
waiting for his ride, and thinking about starting his new life. When the end of the 
world comes [when historical records have been lost], Mike explains, at least people 
will be able to learn from the archeology of the trash. They’ll recognize it as a 
migration site, June says. (From fieldnotes, December 2007) 
 
A lot of people seem to be real concerned with the trash and things like that. But…I 
don’t have a problem with that. I mean, yeah, it’s a little unsightly….But… I take the 
long view. I really think, eventually, the political question will be resolved. I don’t 
know when or how….And once that happens, in fifty years, maybe it’ll be a hundred 
years, I don’t know exactly. But I know that immigrant people, the first generation 
all they’re trying to do is survive. The second generation they don’t want to have 
anything to do with the old country. The third and the fourth generation they start 
thinking about what grandma and grandpa did. Once there’s a significant number, 

                                                 
19 Lomnitz is not suggesting that undocumented migrants leave trash or die in the 

desert to bring public attention to their circumstances, though his choice of the word, call, 
seems to suggest this. Rather, he suggests that a view of trash and unmarked graves 
should be taken as an opportunity to bring national attention to the pain and death of 
migrants traversing desert borderlands. 
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and there’s already a significant number, of people in the U.S. that can trace their 
roots to Mexico, we’re going to start viewing these immigrant trails just like we view 
Ellis Island. We’re going to be looking at these trails and documenting them and 
wanting to know how did grandma and grandpa walk across the desert. I think that’s 
going to be an important story.  
      Organ Pipe staff member 

In both cases, trash (and trails) is transformed from pollutant to cultural resource. To 

validate this transformation, speakers would sometimes describe similar examples in 

which “pollutants” have been re-interpreted as cultural resources. For example, graffiti is 

generally frowned on at archeological sites as a form of vandalism, but historic graffiti 

can provide archeologists and historians with information about who frequented an area 

and when. This notion was further buttressed by a couple of ongoing or proposed 

research projects by archeologists analyzing migrant trash in the borderlands.20  

Several things happened in the development of this alternate view of trash. First, 

this interpretation transformed the value of the material objects and their relationship to 

archeology-minded folks. While staff and volunteers continued to be dismayed about 

trash at cultural sites, they started to question whether picking it up was in the best 

service of archeology and the preservation of contemporary history. The understood 

archeological “ethic” is to leave cultural resources in place, unless there is a high risk that 

they will be stolen. Organ Pipe staff and volunteers and NGO volunteers continued to 

pick up trash, but a handful of staff members would occasionally save items for the 

resource “museum.” The “museum” was staff’s nick-name for the large storage closet 

that housed resource management archives, archeological artifacts, and biological 

                                                 
20 Unfortunately, I am unable to provide additional details, because these projects 

are either unpublished or ongoing at the time of this writing. 
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specimens. However, unlike the other collections, the stash of trash items was informal, 

not cataloged, and subject to change at the whim of staff. In sum, (some) objects left by 

migrants (and smugglers) had the potential to be transformed from trash into cultural 

resources.  

Trash re-framed as a cultural resource was no longer matter of out place; it was 

incorporated into, and transformed, the parkscape. In this new imagined parkscape, the 

history of Mexican immigration to the U.S. was captured by the material evidence left by 

migrants in the form of trash and trails. A handful of staff considered that Organ Pipe 

might become known in the future as Immigrant National Monument, a historic landmark 

similar to Ellis Island National Monument, which is also managed by the National Park 

Service. One Organ Pipe staff member elaborated, 

If you look at national parks and what the essence of a national park is, the places 
that are most pivotal moments in American history are preserved in national parks. 
The human struggles, the understandings, the places where those decisions were 
made, all of the Revolutionary War places, all of the Civil War places, Civil Rights 
movement…all of those moments that make up America are all preserved in national 
parks. What’s happening right now is one of those moments. What are we going to 
do with illegal migration and the motivations and the need for labor versus the need 
for border security and all of those humongous questions? In twenty years, this is 
going to be the place that people come to get those answers. And it’s weird, because 
usually the national park is designated after the fact. 

Another resource manager hypothesized, “There may always be tire tracks out there, but 

at some point, the first Latino president will come out here and dedicate this area as a 

memorial for the place his grandparents walked through.” Not all Organ Pipe staff, or 

NGO members, ascribed to this new vision, but the imagination of a minority was 

captured by the possibility that the monument was witnessing and recording an important 

moment in the history of American immigration. By serving as a capsule for that history, 
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the monument would outlast the short-term threats posed by migration and smuggling 

and would remain a valuable national landmark. 

Like the news accounts and government reports that Sundberg and Kaserman 

analyzed, the imagination of an Immigrant National Monument also explicitly framed 

Organ Pipe as a space that embodied national identity and history. But unlike the 

discourse that equates Mexican migrants with assaults on the nation, through the 

defilement of its natural representations, Immigrant National Monument proposed to 

honor migrants for their desire to become Americans, against all odds. The interpretation 

re-cast migrants, transforming them from undesirable “trashers” of the environment into 

the newest characters in the long story of immigrants seeking a better life in the United 

States. Migrants would produce a line of American descendants who cared about their 

history, in this case preserved through the archeological record of trash. This re-framing 

is similar to the one described by Coutin and Chock (1997) in their discussion of media 

portrayals of “illegal aliens.” In covering the implementation of the U.S. Immigration 

Reform and Control Act of 1986, journalists re-framed “illegal aliens” who were eligible 

for citizenship under the new law. They inserted amnesty applicants into cultural 

narratives about the United States as a land of opportunity and a nation of immigrants by 

portraying them as family members and future citizens, in contrast to non-eligible “illegal 

aliens,” who were cast as criminal. 

This alternate interpretation of trash, and its meaning within the park, is 

potentially politically powerful, especially as a response to media and official discourse. 

However, this vision of the park was limited to a small number of people, strictly an 
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internal conversation that has not extended to official park literature or regional or 

national public dialogues.     

The alternate narrative about trash as a cultural resource in a national monument 

which commemorates undocumented migrants who cross the U.S.-Mexico borderlands is 

not without its problems. Even as trash revealed an empathy-inspiring human story, it is 

doubtful that undocumented migrants would elect to have their personal stories told only 

through the empty water bottles, dirty laundry, ticket stubs, and pocket change they have 

left behind in the desert. Other items, such as identity cards, family photographs, and 

bordados (hand-embroidered kerchiefs), might better reflect migrants’ stories personal 

stories. These mementos, Boruchoff (1999) argues, facilitate the creation of transnational 

spaces that join migrants and their families in the U.S. and Mexico, which suggests that 

migrants would prefer to keep these objects in their possession.  

There is an element of absurdity to studying living people through their trash as 

though they were long dead. The fact that staff turned to trash to tell this story highlights 

the degree to which undocumented migrants live “shadowed lives” from the moment they 

cross the border (Chavez 1992). If the story were expanded by migrants themselves, they 

might reject the assumption that they are pursuing an American dream that involved 

negating their Mexican citizenship. This story would certainly complicate the vision of 

Immigrant National Park and the myth of American immigration that it captured. 

Ultimately problematic was that the imagination of Immigrant National 

Monument was contradictory in its shifts between present, future, and future-past. 

Immigrant National Monument offered an inclusive future, in which undocumented 
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migrants were incorporated into the nation and heroicized through the monument. But it 

relegated migrants to an imagined (future) past. The tidy resolution of the problem of 

trash in the park, by converting it into a cultural resource, still side-stepped questions of 

responsibility in relation to undocumented migrants’ present condition traveling through 

the park.   

The spatial imaginary of Immigrant National Monument attempted to make a 

sanctioned space for migrants within the park. It downplays migrants’ trespass of the 

U.S.-Mexico border and wilderness and instead highlighted the right of migrants to 

pursue economic security and the American Dream. But one might ask why not advocate 

for migrants’ rights not to use the monument as their entrance into the U.S. and instead 

have access to less dangerous and costly routes.  

Recording and debating ecological impacts 

Above I described primarily unofficial and personal interpretations of trash in the 

monument. At an official level, staff interpreted trash and other border impacts through a 

scientific, managerial lens. As I stated earlier, people didn’t just pick up trash, bag it, and 

send it to the landfill. They documented trash: photographed it; counted it; mapped its 

location; and weighed and recorded it. Trash, and other impacts, were subject to scientific 

study that sought to evaluate impacts in the context of the Park Service’s responsibility to 

manage for ecological health in the park. But enumerating and evaluating these impacts 

was difficult and the subject of much debate.  

Of all the protected areas along the Arizona-Sonora border, Organ Pipe had the 

most developed program for monitoring “border impacts,” which includes trash. The 
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program’s primary component was a monitoring project that recorded discarded objects, 

unofficial trails, and off-road driving. Annually, resource management staff and 

volunteers would walk designated transects throughout the park and record their findings. 

The recording instruments were simple. For trails and tracks, the recorder noted their 

location with a GPS instrument and estimated how recently and consistently the trail or 

track was used. For “trash,” recorders noted the location and tallied items. The program 

allowed staff to make rough estimates about quantities of trash and trails and to observe 

changes in migrant and smuggler use patterns. For example, staff and volunteers would 

clean-up large trash accumulations that were semi-accessible; then watch to see if trash 

re-accumulated at the site. If it did, they assumed the lay-up site or trail was still actively 

used. As a scientific instrument, the design and execution of the program was blunt. But 

it helped staff make estimates to answer common questions posed by NPS administrators, 

press, and visitors, like How many migrants cross through the park each year? How much 

trash do they leave? How many unofficial trails are there in the park? 

The Park Service at Organ Pipe is not alone in its limited knowledge about how 

migration, smuggling, and enforcement will change the ecology of public lands. Little 

ecological research has been published on these questions. McIntyre and Weeks (2002) 

report levels of trash accumulation, along with trail expansion and wildfire occurrence, 

but do not elaborate on the effects of trash on wildlife, soil quality, or other aspects of the 

ecosystem. Likewise, Organ Pipe and other land agencies have collected data on trash 

accumulations, but have not offered published interpretations of the potential ecological 

impacts of trash. Sharp and Gimblett (In press) provide a preliminary interpretation of 
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NPS data on trail, but state that little is known about the long-term cumulative impacts of 

those trails. Though staff might strongly suspect, for example, that high levels of vehicle 

and foot traffic limit Sonoran pronghorn access to water and habitat, the scientific 

research required to evaluate this supposition can be complex and time consuming. 

The expected results of such research were the topic of some private, informal 

speculation among research scientists. A handful of interviewees, mostly natural 

scientists (across land agencies, NGOs, and research institutions), argued that while trash 

may sully the aesthetics of wilderness, the ecological consequences of trash were not 

clear. Further, they doubted that trash would have long-term, wide-spread impacts on the 

environment. An NGO conservationist explained,  

People keep talking about the trash….That’s not something that worries me too 
much. Because…let’s say that in an ideal world, there’s no more immigration 
…across those areas. The trash, you can go pick it up in one day or one week….But 
all those cars driving across the line in Organ Pipe or in Cabeza, that, you’re not 
going to fix that….and then the helipads and then the lights and then the generators 
and then the campsites [related to law enforcement activities]….Yeah, the trash is 
there….We’ll go pick up the trash. But the rest, I think that’s the biggest impact. 
 

His comments contradict, for example, the assertion of Secretary Chertoff that leaving 

trash “is the worst thing you can do to the environment” (see page 84) and the 

overwhelming attention to trash over other “border impacts.”  

Several ecologists and biologists speculated that the impacts of off-road driving 

will be longer lasting than trash. Dirt roads have the potential to change hydrology and 

vegetation. First, off-road driving destroys fragile desert soils. When soils are compacted, 

vegetation is less likely to re-establish. In desert environments, soil shows compaction 

even after only a few passes (Webb 1982). Soil crusts, like the cryptobiotic crusts made 
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of living organisms or the desert pavement formed of small gravel, protected soils from 

wind and water erosion. Crusts develop over long periods of time and can take hundreds 

of years to restore.  

Further, limited water in the Sonoran Desert makes rainfall, and its distribution, a 

key factor in vegetation growth and location. In the wide, creosote flats characteristic of 

Organ Pipe’s valleys, vehicle tracks can divert and eventually channelize water, halting 

the even dispersal of run off, and thus the distribution of vegetation. Where soil crusts 

have been removed, rainfall erodes soils and sediment into newly formed channels. In the 

Mojave Desert, Iverson, Hinkley, and Webb (1981) showed run off increased by five 

times, with noticeable effects even where vehicular traffic was light, and predicted a 

recovery time of 100 years. 

Off-road driving can also disturb wildlife directly and indirectly. Directly, wildlife 

can be hit by off-road vehicles and can also be affected by vehicular noise, especially 

noise-sensitive animals like the kangaroo rat (Brattstrom and Bondello 1983). Indirectly, 

roads can lead to habitat fragmentation, because animals like desert tortoise and Sonoran 

pronghorn antelope will avoid crossing or being near roads. Though much of the research 

cited above was conducted in the Mojave Desert, the results support staff speculations 

about the long-term and cumulative impacts of off-road driving. 

Even the deceptively simple question of how many undocumented migrants and 

smugglers traveled through the park each year was difficult to ascertain. In the spring of 

2006, I made my first visit to Organ Pipe to meet with park administrators and request 

permission to conduct research. Over lunch, a Park Service staff person, Robert, drove 
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me out to a scenic picnic area in the Puerto Blanco Mountains. We sat at a picnic table 

and looked across the patches of Palo Verde trees and stands of saguaro cacti. A slight 

breeze and a few birds were the only sounds. Robert pointed out the quiet to me, the 

stretch of uninterrupted desert, and wondered aloud, If the Border Patrol and Park Service 

estimates are that several hundred thousand undocumented migrants and smugglers pass 

through the park each year, where are they? 

I have seen and heard wildly different estimates about the number of 

undocumented border crossers who travel through Organ Pipe, anywhere from 20,000 

people to 3,000,000 people a year. “How many undocumented migrants and smugglers 

traveled through the park each year?” was a question that Organ Pipe staff were asked 

regularly by journalists, outside NPS staff, researchers like myself, Congressional 

members, and visitors. Organ Pipe’s administration and resource management division 

also wanted an accurate estimate themselves to help understand the level of impacts they 

were trying to record. But NPS, Border Patrol, and news sources varied and I have yet to 

find a reliable source for this data. Part of this is, of course, related to the nature of the 

social phenomena being measured. The “illegality” of undocumented migrants and drug 

haulers makes it difficult for the state to “see” and record their entry into the U.S.  

Numbers were also political, because the national offices for Border Patrol and 

the Park Service could be influenced to increase funding to local units based on the 

degree to which local units could convince national headquarters that undocumented 

migration and smuggling were at crisis levels. Likewise, highlighting and amplifying 

environmental “border impacts” boosted Organ Pipe staff rally cries for additional funds 
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for the park. As political ecologists, such as Fairhead and Leach (1996), have noted, the 

representation of a landscape as environmentally degraded then legitimizes state 

intervention. Generally, calls for additional funding to research and mitigate the 

environmental impacts from trash, trails, and off-road driving was warranted. 

Undoubtedly, long-term research on “border impacts” is necessary. The lack of research 

is partly perpetuated by safety concerns and limitations on fieldwork (discussed in 

chapter six). But occasionally, staff could be hyperbolic. As examples, during a public 

presentation, one resource manager pronounced that Organ Pipe staff were witnessing the 

dismantling of entire ecosystem. And Organ Pipe’s early presentations of its border 

impacts data included maps of trails, illegal roads, and trash scaled in such a way that the 

entire park seemed to be engulfed by trash and trails. These presentations, however, were 

effective in capturing public attention and the drama of ecological changes as 

experienced by staff. 

Organ Pipe administrators could also be selective about what kinds of impacts 

they highlighted in public. Privately, some land mangers argued that Border Patrol agents 

were primarily responsible for off-road driving in some locations. But the problem of off-

road driving presented an additional predicament for resource managers. It was difficult 

to distinguish between off-road driving by smugglers versus by Border Patrol agents (or 

theoretically by recreationists). And clearly, where agents follow smugglers, their off-

road driving behaviors are linked. Further, political pressure to minimize conflict 

between public land management agencies and Border Patrol (discussed in more detail in 
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chapter five) dissuaded resource managers from fingering Border Patrol agents for off-

road impacts.  

By comparison, trash was a relatively politically safe and straight-forward impact 

to discuss publically. Most trash was assumed to be left by migrants. Trash, once picked 

up, could be roughly quantified by weight or mass. And while the impacts of trash on 

wildlife or long-term ecological processes are far from clear, photos and descriptions 

clearly showed the impact on wilderness “character.” Only in informal conversations 

were the effects of trash considered in more complex and multi-faceted ways. 

The increase in undocumented migration, smuggling, and border enforcement at 

Organ Pipe has clearly transformed the park’s natural and cultural resources as well as 

staff and volunteers’ perceptions of the meanings of park resources and of changes in the 

landscape. These perceptions were shaped by scientific and bureaucratic ways of 

knowing, personal experiences, and political ideologies. They were also shaped by the 

Park Service’s political relationship to the Border Patrol and national border security 

projects.
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CHAPTER FOUR: BORDER SECURITY AND PUBLIC LANDS 

 

In the early 2000s, the U.S.Border Patrol began working in remote border wildlands like 

Organ Pipe at a scale not seen before. Despite changes in rhetoric after September 11th 

and the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, the primary work of the patrol, 

whether in urban or rural areas, has not changed. Apprehending undocumented migrants 

and seizing drugs remains the mainstay of the patrol’s work to “control the border.” The 

essential techniques of this work also have not changed significantly, but the remote 

terrain of Arizona’s border lands poses challenges to the patrol. Border Patrol’s primary 

response to these challenges is to reshape the environment in which it works. In the case 

of Organ Pipe, the proposed changes stand in conflict with the Park Service’s 

management goals, mainly to sustain a wilderness area in the park. Land managers 

attribute some environmental impacts resulting from enforcement to individual agents. 

But the conflicts between the two agencies run deeper than different goals or the actions 

of individual employees; the Park Service and the Border Patrol “see” spaces differently. 

Bodies, dope, and fighting the war on terror 

In 2002, Congress authorized the creation of a new department, the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS), in response to the attacks of September 11, 2001. Several 

agencies and units originally based in disparate departments were re-organized under 

DHS, including the Border Patrol, which had previously been housed in the Immigration 

and Naturalization Service within the Department of Justice. Under DHS, the mission of 
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the Border Patrol shifted from its central mandate to control illegal immigration across 

the nation’s borders. Now the agency’s “priority mission…is preventing terrorists and 

terrorists weapons, including weapons of mass destruction, from entering the United 

States” (Customs and Border Protection 2006), especially on the border between ports of 

entry.  

Despite the change in rhetoric, at the Ajo Station daily operations continue to 

focus on apprehending migrants and, increasingly, seizing marijuana. One day I toured 

the Ajo Station with a group of college students and Border Patrol agents Christie Chavez 

and Joe Ensloe. Early in the tour, they led us to their “dope lockers,” large portable metal 

storage units that sat outside the station’s office buildings. Agent Chavez unlocked and 

swung open the large metal doors and the sweet, musky smell of cannabis rolled out over 

us. Agent Ensloe explained that marijuana makes up most of the station’s drug seizures 

and is the primary drug produced in Mexico. We gaped at the thousands of pounds of 

marijuana, representing many days’ work for agents at the Ajo Station.  

From the “dope” lockers, we filed into the detention area of the station. Several 

graffiti-filled rooms held mostly young men, a few of whom peered out the window as 

we passed by, speaking animatedly in Spanish. They were the “bodies” I heard Border 

Patrol agents talk about in the field and over the radio. In 2006, the station made close to 

26,000 apprehensions. About 90 percent of the people that Border Patrol apprehended in 

the mid-2000s were Mexican citizens. A small percent of those apprehended were drug or 

human smugglers or convicted felons; they were deported or tried in U.S. federal, state or 

county courts. The vast majority were undocumented migrants from Mexico seeking 
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work in the U.S.; they were offered a “voluntary departure” to Mexico and bussed 180 

miles to a port of entry in Nogales, Arizona.21 Almost all undocumented Mexican 

migrants who are apprehended and returned to Mexico repeat their attempts to enter the 

U.S. until successful (Cornelius and Lewis 2007).  

“Bodies” and “dope,” in the parlance of local agents, were the bread and butter of 

the Ajo Station, not only because these occupied the vast majority of agents’ time, but 

also because Border Patrol measures its success through apprehension and seizure 

statistics. Most importantly, resources are allocated to the agency, and each station, based 

in part on apprehension and seizure levels. Sectors and stations with the highest 

apprehension levels are prioritized for resources over areas with lower numbers of 

apprehensions and seizures. Even as the rhetoric about priorities has changed, the agency 

has not dropped its original mandate to “detect and prevent the illegal entry of aliens” 

(Customs and Border Protection 2006). 

Nonetheless, “fighting the war on terror” has brought some changes to Border 

Patrol. The public discourse of the agency has changed to reflect an emphasis on its new 

“priority mission” of counter-terrorism. This discourse is not radically new; the first Bush 

administration, as part of its war on drugs, declared drugs to be a threat to national 

security (Carpenter 2003). But under the Border Patrol’s new priority mission, the 

terrorism is associated with the U.S.-Mexico border as a region, rather than bound only to 

                                                 
21 Typically, undocumented migrants from Mexico who do not have a criminal 

record are given the option to “voluntarily” depart from the US, without a lengthy 
detention or formal deportation hearing. Select Border Patrol stations in 2006 and 2007 
formally processed and prosecuted all illegal entrance cases, but the Ajo Station was not 
a pilot site for this new approach. 
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Mexican drugs or drug cartels. This new discourse about terrorism has trickled down to 

local-level public conversation. In public forums, Border Patrol agents from the Ajo 

station and the Tucson sector regularly referenced their new anti-terrorism mandate. For 

example, at a meeting focused on future plans for Organ Pipe, the representative from the 

Ajo station was asked to identify Border Patrol’s stakeholder interest in the park. He 

replied that the agency’s interest was to address terrorism, smuggling, and any kind of 

illegal cross border activity, and to prevent the entry of weapons of mass destruction. 

From the local to the national level, the role of Border Patrol in combating terrorism is 

thoroughly embedded in public messages about the agency. 

The make up of the patrol has also changed since September 11th, first in response 

to new law enforcement job opportunities and then in relation to funding increases for 

more agents. Immediately after September 11th, one out of five agents left to become air 

marshals under the greatly expanded air marshal program (Archibold 2006). Since then, 

the attrition rate has dropped, but in 2007, the agency was still scrambling to hire enough 

agents to meet the goals set by the Bush administration. Recruitment efforts have been 

expanded, especially outside the southwest border states, where Border Patrol 

traditionally drew its labor. Hiring requirements have been modified: the agency 

increased its maximum age for new hires from 37 to 40 years and, in 2007, the agency 

had plans to allow Spanish speakers to complete expedited training that did not include 

language instruction. About half of all recruits already speak Spanish (U.S. Government 

Accountability Office 2007). Hispanics make up close to half of all agents. Ninety-five 

percent are men. Pay rates for patrol agents that have finished a year probationary and 
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training period have also increased two GS grades since September 11th.22 A patrol agent 

at the Ajo Station, after a year of training, earned at least $53,000 a year in 2007, with 

potential increases dependent on experience and overtime pay. Among the consequences 

of the rapid increase in agents has been a decrease in the average expertise of agents 

within the patrol. The average experience level of Border Patrol agents is four or five 

years, but in some sectors along the U.S.-Mexico border, the average level of experience 

is only 18 months and the patrol is concerned about being able to maintain experienced 

supervisors on the U.S.-Mexico border (U.S. Government Accountability Office 2007).   

The Ajo Station had its fair share of increases in agents (see Figure 9, page 76) 

with the number of agents multiplying from 14 in 1994 to about 200 in 2007. The station 

exemplifies the agency’s overall concern about maintaining experienced agents to orient 

new recruits. By one estimate, only six agents at the station in 2007 had been among the 

thirty-odd staff there roughly ten years previously. According to agents who worked at 

the station in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the increase in agents also affected the 

nature of patrol work and the character of the “typical” agent at the station. Few agents, 

relatively low levels of undocumented crossings, and little attention from sector 

headquarters translated into a degree of autonomy for individual agents at the station up 

to the 1990s. As one agent explained, “We had a lot of leeway. You could get your truck, 

just go in the station, get a set of keys and go out and work. And now…they’re very 

restrictive as far as where they can patrol, because they have to look at grids and 
                                                 
22 GS, or General Schedule, is the standard federal pay scale. Border Patrol line 

agents jumped from a GS-7, with a starting base salary of $27,185 in 2001, to a GS-9, 
with a starting salary base of $38,824 in 2007. Location, experience and other factors can 
increase base pay. 
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manpower and all this other associated stuff.” Having more agents has allowed the Ajo 

station to patrol the area more systematically, with specified assignments for agents. A 

few agents stationed in Ajo in the 1990s also noted that the character of the typical agent 

has changed. The remote nature of the station fostered, or appealed to, an outdoor, 

adventurous spirit among some agents. According to these agents, the station is now 

more populated with agents who prefer to live as close to Phoenix, the nearest major 

urban center, as possible and who view their assignment at Ajo as a stepping stone to a 

law enforcement position in another federal agency. All these changes have relevance to 

the way that Border Patrol operates in Organ Pipe and other protected areas.  

Border Patrol, protected areas, and environmental impacts 

With the shift in migration, smuggling, and border enforcement to Arizona, 

Border Patrol found itself working for the first time on a large scale in remote, rural 

areas, in many cases on federal and state protected lands, including parks, wildlife 

refuges, and wilderness areas. Establishing “operational control” is very different in the 

rugged, remote Arizona desert than it is in the urban and semi-urban areas where Border 

Patrol had previously concentrated its enforcement. Increased border enforcement on 

Organ Pipe and other protected lands poses new challenges to the agency as well as 

environmental threats to protected areas. Border Patrol is constantly working to reshape 

the environment in which it operates, in order to overcome obstacles like rough terrain 

and limited vehicular access.  

From Border Patrol’s perspective, one of the biggest challenges that the agency 

faces in this new territory is the remoteness of Arizona’s border desert. Cell phone and 
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radio communication is impossible in parts of the station’s area of responsibility, because 

of limited infrastructure and dead zones created by topography. Agents from the Ajo 

Station, as well as neighboring Casa Grande and Wellton stations, may drive two hours or 

more from the station to their patrol location, meaning that agents can spend roughly half 

their shift time commuting to patrol. In protected areas, there are few dirt roads and fewer 

paved roads for agents to access portions of their area of responsibility. A supervisor 

from the Ajo Station compared patrol work in Ajo to work in other areas of operation, 

“There’s challenges of trying to get at the traffic that we know is here…In San Diego, 

and in south Texas, there was always roads leading to basically where you wanted to go. 

There’s large stretches out here where there’s no roads…Your plan of attack has to be 

focused, not only on where these guys are at and where they’re headed to, but where can 

I intercept them. Because of the lack of roads, lack of infrastructure in the whole area.” 

The lack of transportation, communications, and other infrastructure in remote areas tests 

the station’s capacity. 

The limited number of roads also means that agents cannot rely as easily on one 

of the patrol’s standard surveillance techniques, called dragging, that is used on dirt roads 

in other areas. Agents periodically smooth all vehicle and foot tracks from dirt roads by 

dragging sets of old tires chained together behind a truck. Agents then drive drag roads, 

which generally run east-west, to look for tracks of people or vehicles that have recently 

crossed to the north or south. In addition to using roads for dragging, agents look for 

opportunities to “leap frog” multiple east-west roads in order to catch up with and 

intercept migrants and smugglers on foot. In Organ Pipe, the only east-west roads are the 
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dirt road that parallels the border, two meandering loops originally designed for tourists, 

and an administrative road at the north end of the park. On the neighboring Cabeza 

Prieta, there are also few roads, with the exception of the historic Camino del Diablo that 

cuts across the refuge.  

The rugged terrain in parts of the Sonoran Desert borderlands, including volcanic 

rock, mountains, and monsoon-flooded washes, can also be natural obstacles to Border 

Patrol’s enforcement work. Off-road and rough road driving, especially at high speeds, 

takes a major toll on agency vehicles. When agents are working backcountry patrols, 

getting a patrol vehicle stuck in deep sand or a flooding wash is a common concern. 

Agents at the Ajo Station have an informal agreement: any agent who requires assistance 

to get his or her vehicle unstuck must treat the station to donuts the next morning. 

Learning to drive off-road in rugged terrain is part of the skill set for Ajo Station agents, 

as is learning the local topography. 

Few new or detailed (temporary) agents are likely to be familiar with the local 

geography of the Ajo Station’s area of responsibility. New and detailed agents are 

assigned to stations based on apprehension rates and staffing levels, rather than an agent’s 

interest in a particular area. Familiarity with local geography is important because agents 

may be expected to navigate vast areas, ultimately alone and with minimal supervision. 

One agent described on-site training at the Ajo Station, “A lot of it is area orientation. 

That’s where you just get familiarized with the area. To give you kind of an idea, the Ajo 

area stretches about 60 miles east and west and about 80 miles north and south, so it’s 

pretty big…A lot of it is you just get out on a trail yourself and start walking and see 
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where it goes. When I first started, it was hard to piece it all together, to try and figure 

everything out.” GPS units can help agents locate themselves and travel between 

locations, but cannot replace personal experience and knowledge. Agents who are 

intimately familiar with local geography and traffic patterns are better able to anticipate 

where and when migrants and smugglers might be apprehended. As one experienced 

agent explained to me, “I knew the area real well. I knew that if the guy was on this trail 

right here, probably the next day you’re gonna find him up here at this location. So a lot 

of times I wouldn’t have to track it…I knew where they would go.” But the vastness of 

the desert makes learning local geography a challenge that can require years of 

experience in the area.    

Remote desert locales can also pose threats to the safety and wellbeing of agents, 

especially those unfamiliar with the extremes and vagaries of the Sonoran Desert climate. 

I asked several experienced agents about specific training or advice they would give to 

new agents stationed in Ajo. They all stressed safety first, especially in relation to the 

desert climate. As one agent stated, “First thing you have to really drill into an agent’s 

head is safety. Safety, safety, safety. And that includes…everything about working in the 

desert, whether it’s staying hydrated, staying cool. Whatever you do, it’s a different 

climate and it takes awhile for a person to learn. Even seasoned agents can get in trouble, 

and you get in trouble quickly.” A National Guardswoman died of heat exposure while 

stationed in Yuma, Arizona in 2006 and a patrol agent in eastern California died of a 

heart attack resulting from heat exposure when tracking on foot during the summer 
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months in 2007. Although these are severe cases, they represent the climate extremes that 

agents face.  

The challenges of terrain, remoteness, and climatic extremes can be exacerbated 

by the influx of new and detailed agents at the Ajo Station. As one former agent 

explained,  

Imagine never having spent any time in the Southwest and going to a five month 
academy…and then somebody’s saying, ‘Here’s a truck and now go out there.’ You 
came from Baltimore, where you’ve never driven a four-wheel drive vehicle in your 
life. You have no idea how to live in the desert. You have no idea about anything. 
‘You mean I gotta bring water?...How do I get [my vehicle] unstuck? How do I get 
stuck?’ It’s really foreign. 

With a lower ratio of experienced to new agents at the Ajo stations, new agents may not 

always have the opportunity to be mentored by a seasoned agent familiar with the area. A 

land agency staff familiar with Border Patrol operations suggested,  

If you have [an agent] out there who doesn’t know what they’re doing…in the 
desert…isn’t familiar at all with being in a rural area…they don’t understand that 
they can actually drive their truck through something that looks pretty rough or 
sandy, as opposed to blasting it off-road.…If this person trains another trainee, who’s 
from the city, who trains another trainee…it’s gonna snowball.23 

Both quotes suggest a dearth of local ecological knowledge among new and detailed 

agents, a principal criticism leveled against agents and the Border Patrol as a whole by 

land managers and conservationists. But these seasoned agents, at least, understood the 

necessity of local environmental knowledge to their work. 

Border Patrol can, and does, address some of the challenges posed by remote 

wildlands by modifying the capacity of their agents. On-site training of agents helps 

                                                 
23 A common problem on unimproved roads is that drivers will avoid rough spots 

on the road by driving around and off-road, thereby expanding the width of the road.  
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orient them to the area’s topography and climate. The Ajo Station re-instated its horse 

patrol to allow agents to cover areas inaccessible to vehicles due to the rough terrain and 

wilderness status. The agency can also manipulate its enforcement strategies in order to 

sidestep some of the difficulties in enforcing the border in remote areas. For example, 

agents can wait for migrants and smugglers to cross difficult terrain before attempting 

apprehensions.  

But Border Patrol has confronted many of the challenges that it faces in remote 

areas by manipulating the environment in small and large ways. The agency’s alterations 

to the environment collide with National Park Service projects and plans for the same 

space.  

To address the challenge of remoteness, Border Patrol has built several permanent 

or semi-permanent sites for surveillance activities in and around Organ Pipe. As noted 

previously, special BORSTAR (Border Patrol Search, Trauma, and Rescue) agents are 

stationed at a camp called Bates Well in the northern section of the park. The camp 

includes two trailers, parking, stadium lighting, an electrical generator, and a septic 

system. The camp is located on an administrative road that leads to Cabeza Prieta and a 

second, permanent base, called Camp Grip, which is staffed by agents from the Ajo and 

neighboring Wellton stations. Border Patrol made its case for establishing the camp to 

Organ Pipe’s adminstration by citing the high numbers of migrant deaths and the need to 

have agents ready in the field for search and rescue operations. Permanent camps are 

possible because stations have more agents to staff camps and because the agency’s 

funding has increased tremendously. Border Patrol argues that the environmental impacts 
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of the camps have been positive, because the “forward-deployed” Camp Grip has 

discouraged smugglers from driving off-road in proximity to the camp.  

The Border Patrol’s camp at Bates Well is named for the historic home sight and 

well where the camp is located. Although the site is still open to visitors, the Border 

Patrol trailers visually overwhelm the decaying historic structures in the background. 

Park Service staff worry that visitors will not recognize the historic site or will be 

intimidated by the patrol camp. In contrast to Border Patrol claims that forward-deployed 

camps reduce environmental impacts, Organ Pipe staff  have seen evidence of increased 

off-road driving near Bates Well, which they suspect is from agents stationed at the 

camp. (Camp Grip, in Cabeza Prieta, was completed only after negotiations with the Fish 

and Wildlife Service, wilderness groups, and Border Patrol over the footprint and 

visibility of the camp, out of concern that the impact to wilderness value be reduced.) 

Border Patrol has also asked for more roads in protected areas (an example is 

discussed in more detail in the following section), again to address the challenges of 

remoteness and access. In the meantime, they use existing roads in the monument 

heavily. Between 1994 and 2006, the number of vehicles using an administrative road 

(not open to the public) in the north end of the park increased 44-fold, from 509 drive-

thrus to 22,803 drive-thrus. The majority of this use is likely from Border Patrol and the 

National Guard, as the road leads to Bates Well and Camp Grip and is an important east-

west access into Organ Pipe and Cabeza Prieta.  

The heavy use takes a toll on dirt roads. A maintenance staff at Organ Pipe 

explained the consequences, “We do a lot of work for Border Patrol. We have to maintain 
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roads for them and so it kind of takes away from what we do for the public… if we don’t 

keep those roads up for the Border Patrol, then they’ll drive off the road.” The Border 

Patrol provided landing mat for especially bad sections of dirt road, and a one time grant 

for road maintenance. Rather than have Border Patrol do maintenance, park 

administrators prefer to maintain the roads themselves, “We’ve tried having them do joint 

road repair with us. We have certain rules [related to natural resource protection] for our 

people to follow. We could not get them to follow that…So all it was doing was creating 

work for our people because then we had to go in and repair the damage [created by 

Border Patrol maintenance activities].” 

One of the most controversial proposals to alter the environment in support of 

Border Patrol’s enforcement efforts was the construction of border walls. As in other 

cases, Border Patrol’s national headquarters assumed that it could apply the same 

enforcement strategies used in urban areas to rural sections of the border. For many 

conservationists and land agency staff, walls, in the words of one conservationist, 

“represent the ultimate interruption of wildlife habitat.” Artificial, impermeable barriers 

like walls run counter to the “logic” of ecosystems. As one land agency staff member 

explained, “For fauna, there are no borders. There aren’t geographic or geopolitical limits 

in that sense.” A wall, unlike other techniques for maintaining a border, such as check-

points or visa programs, would not distinguish between human and wildlife movement 

across borders. Walls ran counter to the Park Service’s goals of minimal human activities 

in the wilderness and maximum freedom of movement for wildlife. 
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The latest strategy currently being explored by the patrol to increase its 

capabilities in remote, rural areas is high-tech surveillance equipment, including towers 

equipped with video surveillance and communication devices. The idea was that high-

tech surveillance would provide enough data to allow agents to predict and monitor 

traffic patterns and avoid driving in ecologically sensitive areas. Despite investments in 

excess of $2.5 billion awarded to private contractor Boeing, problems with software, 

radars, and cameras plagued the pilot program in Arizona.  

Of all Border Patrol’s proposed alterations to the environment, virtual 

technologies seemed the most appealing to land managers. In 2006 and 2007, many land 

agency staff, conservationists, and Border Patrol agents hoped that the use of high tech 

surveillance would reduce the environmental impacts of enforcement in protected areas. 

But Border Patrol representatives continued to stress that a virtual fence could not replace 

border fences and other infrastructure or agents in the field. And even high tech 

surveillance towers will change the viewscapes in the park, one of the wilderness 

characteristics that Park Service staff emphasize as a value of the monument. 

Individual Border Patrol agents could also alter the environment to their own 

enforcement ends. Privately, land agency staff acknowledged that off-road driving by 

Border Patrol was a serious concern. Reflecting on Border Patrol agents’ awareness of 

their potential impacts to the environment, one former agent stated, “When I was a 

Border Patrol agent, and didn’t have any other mission than catch illegals and 

dope…nothing else really mattered. So, I did whatever it’d take to do that.” However, he 
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argued, few of the areas in which Border Patrol was working were pristine, because 

smugglers had already substantially damaged the environment by driving off-road.  

Perceptions of the Border Patrol and stupid agent stories 

How do agents operate on the ground and what are they doing on protected lands? 

Answering these questions would require detailed ethnographic work within the agency, 

something previously undertaken only by two ethnographers (Heyman 1995; Maril 

2004), and highly unlikely under the current closed culture of the patrol. Nonetheless, this 

was a central question of relevance to land managers and conservationists, as they 

assessed the overall impact of increases in migration, smuggling and law enforcement on 

protected areas along the border.   

During fieldwork, I was especially attuned to what conservation-minded folks, 

NGO and federal employees and volunteers alike, had to say about Border Patrol, its 

agents and their relation to protected lands and the environment. I heard three short 

stories that in many ways captured and exemplified an overwhelming perception of 

Border Patrol agents as ignorant of local environments: 

1. A member of a local NGO told me that she heard a story about a local agent who 
was out tracking undocumented migrants in the desert. He had left his vehicle and 
started tracking on foot. The agent found the migrant he was tracking, but by this 
time was a long distance from his car and without water in the desert heat. The 
migrant gave the agent water and walked the agent back to his truck. 
 

2. A volunteer for a land agency told me and a small group of volunteers that he 
heard the following story unfold over Border Patrol radio transmissions during an 
afternoon of monsoon rains. One agent called in to say that he was stuck in a 
flooding wash on a dirt road, and that water was starting to come in through the 
window. Another agent responded, and soon radioed in to say that his vehicle was 
also stuck in the wash, with the flood waters rising to the windows. The volunteer 
concluded that he couldn’t imagine trying to drive into a wash during a rainstorm. 
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3. A member of a local NGO told me a story she had heard about a Border Patrol 
agent who wanted to see if he could knock down a saguaro cactus with his 
vehicle. He rammed the cactus, but didn’t knock it down. He tried again and 
again, until finally he knocked the saguaro down, right on top of his vehicle. 
 

These stories have the air of urban legends to them (although the second story is told in 

the first person). The key point to these stories, whether or not they are true, is that each 

story captures and reproduces the sense among many local, conservation-minded folks 

that most Border Patrol agents are callow desert-dwellers. In each story, the agent lacks 

important ecological knowledge and makes poor decisions that ultimately lead to his 

downfall. Unschooled in the dangers of the Sonoran Desert, agents find themselves at the 

mercy of the natural world.  

The stories mirrored other comments that I heard from land agency and NGO 

staff and volunteers about Border Patrol agents: they are reckless young men who drive 

too fast; they never get out of their trucks; they often get lost and they need maps and 

GPS equipment to find their way around the area; and they know little about desert 

climate, vegetation, and wildlife. One NGO volunteer described his perception of agents,  

One of Border Patrol’s problems is that a lot of its people that it hires…do not have 
any understanding of what a desert is all about and they can see that the desert is just 
hot, dry landscape with a bunch of dead bushes or things that are about ready to die 
and really doesn’t have any value. So they didn’t really have an understanding of 
what they were doing, if they decided to drive their vehicle off the road and run over 
a bush or scare wildlife or create dust with their vehicle or dragging roads with tires. 
They just didn’t understand the impacts. 

Maril (2004) noted that Border Patrol are often considered “outsiders” in the 

communities in which they are stationed and that they and their families face difficulties 

integrating into local social networks. Similarly, many conservation-minded folks viewed 
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agents as “outsiders” to the Sonoran Desert who potentially threatened the local 

environment through their ignorance or disinterest.   

I did not see much evidence of personal contact between Border Patrol agents, 

land agency staff, and local NGO conservation members on a daily basis, at a 

professional or personal level. Official communication between Organ Pipe and the Ajo 

Station occurs primarily at the highest levels, between the Patrol Agent in Charge (station 

chief), and his immediate assistants, and the park superintendent and chief ranger. 

Occasionally, other staff may give presentations to new agents during their orientations. 

Law enforcement agencies, including Organ Pipe’s rangers and the Border Patrol Ajo 

Station, organize some joint operations that require coordination and communication. 

Based on personal interest and initiative, Border Patrol agents and Organ Pipe law 

enforcement work together in the field at an informal level or participate in the occasional 

agency against agency softball competition. This stands in contrast to the early history of 

the park in the 1950s and 1960s, during which time the few federal employees in the area, 

whether Park Service, Customs Service, or Immigration and Naturalization Service, knew 

each other personally and worked together. The impressions of agents described above 

are often based on second-hand stories, observations made at a distance, and minute 

interactions, as Border Patrol agents and land agency staff and NGO volunteers cross 

paths “in the field.” Sometimes these folks would stop their vehicles in the road and chat 

for a minute or two, but it was equally likely that they would pass each other without so 

much as a nod or wave. Extended interactions were infrequent enough that any deviation, 
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especially those that ran counter to expectations, could make an impression, as in the case 

below. 

The exceptional agent? 

On a late spring day I volunteered to work with resource and maintenance staff at 

Quitobaquito, where resource staff were concerned about the declining water levels at the 

pond that is home to the endangered Quitobaquito pupfish. The area was still closed to 

the public, and so it was with added interest that I agreed to help. Staff and volunteers 

focused on digging out one of the springs which fed the pond. Meanwhile, Ruth, a 

resource management staff member, spent much of the day clearing vegetation from one 

of the channels that directs water from the springs to the pond. Between projects, I took a 

break to sit along the edge of the channel and talk with her. She was up to her knees in 

muddy water, hacking away at the thick tangle of roots with a shovel and handsaw. As 

we were chatting, two Organ Pipe staff and a Border Patrol agent emerged from the thick 

undergrowth that surrounded the pond. The maintenance staff paused to jovially tease 

Ruth about her messy project, then headed back to work, while the agent stayed behind.  

Ruth recognized the agent, in standard green uniform and mirrored sunglasses, 

and asked if he was the one who studied botany, which he confirmed. The agent- his 

identification tag read Ackerman- asked what we were doing and Ruth explained the 

problem of lowering water levels in the pond. Ackerman said that he had noticed the drop 

and hadn’t seen as many pupfish or turtles recently. Ruth asked about progress on a 

border vehicle barrier for Cabeza Prieta, and they both agreed they didn’t want to see a 

wall along the park’s border. While we talked, Ackerman started taking tools from Ruth, 
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first to explore the edge of the channel, then using the shovel to pull out matted roots, 

then claiming the saw to hack back vegetation. By the end of our meandering 

conversation, he was full force into the work, the tips of his black combat boots sinking 

into the mud. Ruth was sorry that I didn’t think to get a photograph; she said later she 

was sending me telepathic messages to snap a picture of “Border Patrol cooperating.” 

Back at the administrative headquarters, at the end of a long day, Ruth gleefully 

recounted the tale of her cooperating agent to Greg, another staff member. Greg knew 

him. Once he ran into Ackerman in the field, they got to talking, and Greg saw that 

Ackerman had a copy of the environmental assessment for the vehicle barrier on Cabeza 

Prieta, lying in the passenger seat. Greg joked that you could bet that the last thing that 

you would find in a Border Patrol agent’s truck would be an environmental assessment. 

But Ackerman was interested and had asked Greg an earful of questions about the 

endangered species in the area. 

I was as impressed as Ruth and Greg, and Ackerman’s name stuck in my mind. 

Months later, at an interview with an agent at the Ajo Station, I stopped the interview to 

tell the agent of Ackerman’s renown among the Organ Pipe staff.  

Jessica: [Organ Pipe staff] were really impressed with that. It made quite an 
impression on them. 
 
Agent: Yeah. It does. Because you think of a Border Patrol agent just going out there 
and tearing up the place. That’s all they ever hear.  

If the unnamed “stupid agents” in stories above had an antithesis, it was Ackerman. But I 

can’t say whether Ackerman is the exceptional agent. While his career track from student 

of botany to Border Patrol agent is likely unique, the patrol has drawn on a population of 
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adventure-minded, rugged outdoorsmen to help fill its ranks, especially in rural zones. 

Border Patrol recruitment materials that advertise agents outdoors, on horseback or 

ATVs, are pitched toward this population. As one agent proclaimed, “I love Border 

Patrol…I mean, they paid me to ride a horse… I know there’s people that would pay 

good money to do this.” Many of the agents I talked to who worked in the Ajo area 

valued the opportunities they had to spend time outside and explore wide open spaces and 

little known corners of the desert as part of their job.24  

But some of these agents also lamented that not all agents viewed working in the 

desert the same way. As one agent stated, “The character of the Border Patrol has 

changed dramatically. A silly way to look at it is if you looked at the parking lot…say six 

years ago, you’d see primarily beat-up four-wheel drive vehicles and the vast majority of 

PAs [patrol agents] would hunt and camp…And now the vast majority of the vehicles in 

the parking lot are fancier sedans…and everybody’s idea for recreation is to go to the 

city.” From the perspective of these agents, as the numbers of agents at the station grew, 

fewer agents were the old-school outdoorsmen. Agents do not select their first station 

assignment, and may have been drawn to the patrol generally, but not it’s rural stations 

specifically. Agents may be less likely to amass local ecological knowledge if they aren’t 

interested, especially if there is little supervisory pressure to do so.  

                                                 
24 This is not to suggest that agents, even at stations like Ajo, spend most of their 

time outside. Certain units, such as those that patrol on horse or ATVs, may spend more 
time outside, while agents charged with processing drug seizures may be desk-bound. 
Patrols and commutes on the highway may also swallow much of an agent’s day. 
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Environmental education for Border Patrol agents 

One proposed resolution to the lack of local ecological knowledge among agents 

was to provide environmental education throughout the Tucson sector, especially at 

stations where agents were working in protected lands like Organ Pipe. Both the Tucson 

sector headquarters and individual land agencies produced curricula for agents, including 

presentations and videos. I collected examples of these materials from Border Patrol and 

land agencies, plus asked land agency staff who oriented agents to describe their 

presentations and activities. (Unfortunately, I was not able to attend any agent trainings.)  

Some of the curricula were integrated into orientation for new agents, while other 

material was shared during muster sessions, which are daily meetings for agents at the 

beginning of each shift. As one example, in 2007, Organ Pipe was in the process of 

developing a pamphlet that staff planned to distribute to agents at the Ajo Station, which 

included a detailed map of the park on one side. Staff at the visitor center kept old 

versions of the map to give away to agents who were not issued detailed maps of the area. 

Organ Pipe staff occasionally joked about the high likelihood of Border Patrol agents 

getting lost in the area. On the other side of the pamphlet was a list of points asking 

agents to help protect wildlife and to limit driving speeds and off-road driving.  

The educational materials developed by Border Patrol and land agencies assumed 

that agents have limited local ecological knowledge. They often begin with concepts as 

basic as defining what constitutes a desert. They tend to also emphasize the fragility and 

sensitivity of the desert environment by, for example, introducing viewers to cryptogamic 

(living soil) crusts that can be easily damaged by off-road driving. These introductions to 

 



131 
 

the Sonoran Desert are enforced with panoramic views of protected areas and montages 

of native wildlife footage. Most materials clearly highlight the federal mandate that land 

agencies have to protect public lands and wildlife and implicitly or explicitly remind 

agents that they are bound to uphold environmental preservation laws. The educational 

materials I reviewed highlighted a number of particular concerns that each land agency or 

manager had in relation to a specific place or issue. Archeologists reviewed 

characteristics of cultural resources, their importance, and their vulnerability to 

disturbance, while biologists introduced species of special concern and their 

characteristics and location. The single unifying message across presenters was that 

agents should avoid driving off-road in protected areas to reduce damage to natural and 

cultural resources. Agents should stay on established roads, refrain from making wide 

circular turns off the road, and limit three point turns to the roadway or washes. Although 

these educational materials did not finger agents for excessive off-road driving, they 

subtly reflected concerns that I heard privately from some land management staff that 

Border Patrol’s off-road enforcement was among the most serious environmental impacts 

on public lands. 

Despite these private concerns, land management staff, as well as Border Patrol 

agents, emphasized the important role that Border Patrol agents had in helping to protect 

public lands. “While our missions are different, our ends are the same,” states one land 

manager in a training video for agents. By this reasoning, effective border enforcement 

reduces environmentally-damaging traffic in protected areas. Some materials also 

encourage agents to become more aware of natural resources. “When you’re on patrol, 
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get out of your vehicle and look around,” invites one narrator. Other materials ask agents 

to be proactive in protecting natural resources, by reporting poaching or theft of 

archeological artifacts. Despite the lack of local ecological knowledge presumed among 

agents, these materials seem predicated on agents’ interest in protecting local 

environments. All the materials develop an overarching discourse that Border Patrol can 

and should be involved in environmental conservation and protection. 

Different conceptions of space 

Despite this assertion that Border Patrol and land agencies could work together 

for environmental protection, in interviews, land agency staff regularly pointed to what 

they saw as contrasting “cultures” between the two agencies. Part of this “cultural” 

difference related to different conceptions of the space in which both agencies operate. 

Park Service and Border Patrol staff “see” the landscape differently.  

In general, the Border Patrol fosters a view of their area of responsibility as 

principally a place at which they conduct an ongoing war against illegal immigration and 

drugs (and terrorism). An example of this, mentioned earlier, was the agent who said the 

patrol’s “stakeholder interest” in the park was to be able to address terrorism and prevent 

entry of weapons of mass destruction (see page 113).  

Within an agent’s area of operation, different protected areas, like Organ Pipe, 

signify different jurisdictional divisions. A former agent described an important 

orientation message he gave to new agents, “These are the different land management 

agencies and these are their takes on [environmental protection]. So if you decide to go 
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crazy monster truck on the park, you’re going to really piss a lot of people off. These are 

the different rules of engagement on the different units.”  

For Park Service staff, jurisdictional boundaries are also important: NPS staff, for 

example, make fence line comparisons between NPS and BLM lands, which are managed 

differently. Cows grazed on BLM lands longer and off-road driving is allowed. NPS staff 

pointed out to me that NPS land had more lush vegetation than BLM lands. But they also 

contextualize Organ Pipe within a larger complex ecosystem that stretches across 

jurisdictional boundaries, including the U.S.-Mexico border. The ecological boundaries, 

including ecozones, microclimates and sub-biomes, were also key to understanding 

differences across the landscape.  

Experienced line agents working in rural areas did develop local ecological 

knowledge and learned to read the landscape for evidence of undocumented migration 

and smuggling. Tracking and cutting for sign means spending a lot of time “looking at 

the dirt,” as a couple of law enforcement officers unromantically portrayed it. To cut for 

sign is to look for and analyze evidence such as footprints, snagged clothing, or other 

indications that someone has passed through the area. The tracking skills that an agent 

develops are, to some degree, specific to the area where he or she works. One agent well-

known for his tracking skills explained, “I could track one or two guys with no problem, 

in this type of area, in the desert. I’m not saying if I was put up in the mountains, 

different terrain [that I could track as well]. Down here I was really good at it. I knew the 

area real well.” Tracking well means being attuned to changes in soil, vegetation, and 

topography along a route and cognizant of how sign will be evident in different 
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environments. For example, an agent can look for whole footprints in sandy soil, but as a 

trail moves into packed gravel, the sign will change to overturned or kicked up rocks. 

Tracking requires developing a familiarity with the landscape through repeated practice, 

but to a very narrow end: the apprehension of people moving across the desert.    

For Organ Pipe staff, especially resource management staff, the landscape is “the 

resource” that they are charged with protecting and managing, rather than a text to be 

read for signs of illegal traffic. “The resource” is common shorthand to describe the array 

of natural and human-built landscape features and plant and animal species that are 

considered valuable and “fit” within the parkscape. “The resource” was a central trope 

that organized how Park Service staff thought about the monument and their 

responsibilities to it. Scott (1998) argues that the term, “natural resources” is a utilitarian 

replacement for “nature” that highlights only what is useful for humans. Similarly, Organ 

Pipe staff talked about natural and cultural resources that could be “used” for visitor 

consumption, as well as monitored, measured and protected. But “the resource,” as used 

by staff, re-naturalized the individual components of natural and cultural resources, 

wilderness, and the monument itself into one bundle. 

Border Patrol agents, at least those working directly with land agencies, talked 

about protecting individual natural or cultural resources. In conversations with me, they 

cited, for example, how DHS had built a vehicle barrier on the Tohono O’odham 

reservation that went around individual saguaro cacti. But these resources were 

individual, separate units, rather than the totality expressed in “the resource.” Natural 

features were individual, potential targets to be protected where possible, but did not exist 
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in relation to wider ecosystem processes. At the agency level, this was exemplified in 

Customs and Border Protection’s request that the Fish and Wildlife Service assemble a 

list of borderlands species and potential impacts that the agency could then reference in 

constructing border walls. The idea was that CBP could respond to each species 

individually and as necessary, rather than address the complex ecological processes and 

relationships that link all species and their environments.   

As another example, the two agencies even recognized specific geographic 

features differently. Border Patrol has requested that a jeep trail in Organ Pipe’s 

wilderness area be widened to a full dirt road and be regularly maintained. The road 

would provide north-south access through the west side of the monument. Maintained 

roads allow agents to drive at higher speeds and decrease the chances that an agent will 

get a vehicle stuck. On planning maps posted in the Ajo station, the jeep trail is marked 

as an existing road that needs improvement. But from the Park Service’s perspective, this 

road does not exist. The jeep trail is not included on Organ Pipe’s maps (for 

administrative or visitor use), it is not maintained, and it is not used by staff, because 

when the wilderness area in the monument was created, only a handful of roads were left 

outside the designated area, while other jeep trails and historic routes were subsumed by 

the wilderness. Organ Pipe staff do not want to change or maintain the jeep trail, because 

to do so would create a new road in wilderness, something inconceivable and a precedent 

they do not want to set.  

Of course, individual perspectives on the landscape are more complicated than the 

neat divisions described above. Park Service rangers, like patrol agents, track migrants 
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and smugglers and cut for sign in the desert. Even resource management staff read the 

landscape for evidence of migrant and smuggler (and law enforcement) activity in their 

attempts to understand the changing patterns of impacts to natural and cultural resources. 

I met several agents who were personally curious about the natural history of the area, 

though this was not required for their professional way of seeing the landscape. But at an 

institutional level, the Park Service and the Border Patrol shape the subjective ways that 

their staff see the environment. 

The different spatial perspectives of Organ Pipe land managers and Border Patrol 

agents also lead to different ideas about how border security should be practiced on the 

landscape. Land managers and their staff tend to view border enforcement as something 

that happens, or should happen, at the border, meaning as close as possible to the 

physical-political line of demarcation. The following two quotes from Organ Pipe staff 

aptly capture this vision, 

I would love to see more enforcement of the border at the border. I think that would 
go a long way….We see a lot of activity that comes into the park and then there’s a 
lot of interdiction activity far north of the border in the park and in wilderness areas 
and even north of the park….I know I’m not alone in this perception, that if more 
forces were deployed right on the border, it would prevent that traffic; it would 
prevent the damage.  And it would save a lot of human agony and human lives as 
well. 
 
As people always say around here, it’d be nice if the Border Patrol would patrol the 
border. 

In the eyes of land managers, patrolling close to the border would confine migration, 

smuggling, and enforcement activities to the borderline and its immediate vicinity. This 

would ensure that direct physical impacts to protected lands, especially from off-road 

driving, would be reduced to a small swath of land directly adjacent to the border. 
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Additionally, it would reduce the exposure risks that migrants face, because they would 

be deterred or apprehended immediately upon crossing the border, rather than after a two 

or three day trek through the inhospitable desert.  

While this notion of border security at the border has a common sense appeal, 

Border Patrol agents argue that they currently do not have the “manpower” for such an 

approach, which would require stationing agents or groups of agents in close proximity 

across large stretches of the border. To elaborate, as a hypothetical example, at the Ajo 

Station, 200 agents are roughly divided across three shifts in a 24-hour period, for about 

66 agents per shift. If these agents are spaced equidistant from each other across the 

entire border segment for which the station is responsible (64 miles), they would be 

approximately a mile apart. On valley floors, this may be enough space to see to the next 

agent, but in other areas, this will not be the case. However, this simplistic scenario does 

not take into account travel time to an “X” on the border (up to two hours each way) or 

any of the administrative, supervisory, or training work required of agents. A supervisor 

agent explained to me that in remote areas, the Border Patrol has found it more effective 

to target “funnel points” or known destinations (which may be far from the borderline) 

than to spread agents across a straight line. Additionally, locating lone agents in remote 

locations directly at the border can pose a safety risk to individual agents. 

If land managers have a one-dimensional, linear vision of a secure border, Border 

Patrol agents see border security in two-dimensions, stretching across a space 25 to 40 

miles or more north from the borderline. With new technologies, this vision will extend 

into Mexico as well. Their strategy and vision for border security encompasses a wide 
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expanse of space layered with surveillance, infrastructure, and access points for agents. 

Some of this equipment and activity is located at the borderline: vehicle barriers, fences, 

motion sensors, and dirt roads that parallel the border. Plans for high tech surveillance 

equipment, including infra-red cameras, could allow Border Patrol to monitor as far as 

six miles south into Mexico. But surveillance and patrol also happens far into the interior 

of Organ Pipe (and beyond). As one land agency staff person explained it, “Nobody’s 

defined what the border is. Is it a line in the sand, with the monuments? Or is it five miles 

up, ten miles up? Border Patrol feels that in this area, the border is all the way to I-8 and 

I-10 [interstates north of Ajo].” The width of the border, in operational terms, is dynamic 

and spatially variable. For instance, it is much greater in rural areas than in urban areas, 

where border crossers can quickly camouflage themselves in the larger urban fabric.  

The operational width of the border shapes what kinds of infrastructure Border 

Patrol would like to construct. The drag road, as a technique for surveillance and 

apprehension, is most effective in areas where there are multiple east-west roads. While 

agents may stop to follow sign from the first drag road, the capacity to leap-frog across a 

series of drag roads is preferred. Parallel drag roads allow agents to trace more quickly a 

group of smugglers or migrants and eventually intercept a group ahead of its path. Given 

the current limits to equipment and manpower, the ideal operational space in a rural zone 

is a grid of roads that extends beyond the borderline, with east-west roads to track traffic, 

and north-south roads that allow agents to access and move between drag roads easily. If 

implemented, the road grid would be a vivid example of the tendency of the state towards 

producing Cartesian spaces, literally splicing up the desert into manageable squares. 
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The Border Patrol refers to this as “defense in depth,” a term lifted from the 

military. In military strategy, the idea of defense in depth is that one can weaken one’s 

enemy by ceding or widening the space between yourself and your enemy, because an 

attack will eventually lose momentum before it reaches you. Within the Border Patrol, 

the term is used more generally to refer to any aspect of strategy that widens and adds 

layers to the patrol’s area of operation and surveillance. “Defense in depth” is not a term I 

heard Ajo station agents use, but it is pervasive in media and public outreach materials 

from Border Patrol and matches local agents’ descriptions of their tactics. Layers of walls 

and fences, multiple parallel roads, and high-tech surveillance deepen defense, but 

required a depth of intrusion which Organ Pipe land managers opposed. 

Last, a distinction can be made between Park Service and Border Patrol notions of 

“homeland.” No one that I talked to used this term, except in the name, Department of 

Homeland Security. But I use the term “homeland” to consider how each group 

conceptualized the work of “homeland security” in the borderlands. Park Service staff, in 

their evaluations of what they expected from Border Patrol, conceptualized “homeland” 

in spatial and territorial terms. They argued that Border Patrol should protect the 

homeland, in the form of the national monument, from outside intrusions, in the form of 

migrants and smugglers. Security was defined in both environmental and human terms. 

Organ Pipe staff wanted a safe space for monument visitors and staff themselves (which I 

discuss more in chapter six). But they also argued for a kind of environmental security 

that could be measured through things like levels of water, air, sound, and light pollution; 

population declines of endangered or keystone species; and the “character” of wilderness. 

 



140 
 

Protecting this environmental security, in the eyes of Park Service staff, required Border 

Patrol to self-regulate and limit its impacts to the homeland/monument. 

As Border Patrol worked more closely with land agencies, agents and agency 

texts reflected this notion of protected borderlands as homeland that required protection. 

The messages in the environmental education material, described above, reflect this shift, 

as does the interagency agreement about off-road driving in wilderness, to be discussed in 

chapter five.  

But the overall organization of Border Patrol’s work at the Ajo Station was hardly 

re-shaped to conform to the rhetoric of homeland security work as environmental 

protection. Day-to-day operations continued to follow the decades-long pattern of 

apprehending undocumented migrants and the more recent uptake of marijuana seizures 

(with the dissolution of the former Customs Service). If there are threats that “bodies” 

and “dope” pose to the homeland, they are not clearly environmental. Rather, they are 

conceived as dangers to the homeland as an imagined community, not a specific 

environment. Undocumented migrants are seen to threaten the cultural, linguistic, racial, 

and economic integrity of the American nation. Marijuana promises a moral decay within 

the imagined community of the nation and is linked to increasing drug violence in 

Mexico. Because border wildlands are “people-less” (although this also is a social and 

historical artifact), they are buffer zones in which Border Patrol can comfortably allow 

migrants and marijuana to exist, for limited periods of time, and still claim that it is 

accomplishing its job of protecting the homeland. This idea, in addition to the military 

strategy described above, helps explain why the border expands and contracts in urban 
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and rural zones, from the perspective of Border Patrol. For Park Service staff, this logic is 

absurd, and leads them to question why some homelands- namely border wildlands- are 

“sacrifice zones,” subject to the trammels of migrants, smugglers, and Border Patrol 

agents, while other, interior homelands are protected.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: MANAGEMENT CONSTRAINTS AND INTERAGENCY 

RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Park Service staff’s agency and capacity to manage the park were increasingly limited by 

issues internal to the park, like staff time allocations and park closures, as well as by the 

erosion of the agency’s autonomy in relation to the Department of Homeland Security 

and in the context of strong political forces behind the push for increased border 

enforcement. Changes in staffing and budget priorities and diminishing field access and 

authority were arguably impacts with farther reach than the immediate ecological 

changes discussed in chapter three.  

 

Science and service versus “the border monster” 

The National Park Service has two principal missions: to conserve natural and cultural 

resources and to provide opportunities for visitors to enjoy those resources. 

Accomplishing both these missions has been hampered by the increases in migration, 

smuggling, and enforcement and by political and administrative reactions. The border 

“monster,” as one staff member described it, sucked time, energy, and morale from staff. 

In the process of responding to migration, smuggling, and enforcement, the Park Service 

had become increasingly distracted from its conservation science and visitor service 

missions.  
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Staff time and budget allocations 

Many staff spent considerable time during their work days in some way 

responding to migration, smuggling, and border enforcement within the park. Organ Pipe 

staff across the resource management, maintenance, and administrative units roughly 

estimated that they devoted anywhere between 30 and 90 percent of their work time to 

border-related issues. In addition, the resource management division had a full-time staff 

person dedicated to the border impacts program. Law enforcement rangers were divided 

evenly into two sub-units, back country and front country. Back country patrol primarily 

involved drug interdiction and, to a lesser extent, apprehension of migrants. “Border-

related” duties for the other units could include fixing the border vehicle barrier, meeting 

with Border Patrol, or collecting data for Organ Pipe’s border impacts program. “Border-

related” work tended to be reactive and immediate. For example, fixing the vehicle 

barrier could take priority over other maintenance projects, because the costs of a breach 

in the vehicle barrier (off-road driving, illegal activity in the park, and high-speed car 

chases) were considered higher than the costs of other maintenance problems.   

The effect of spending considerable amounts of time on “border-related” duties 

was a sense among staff of what work sociologist Perlow calls “time famine” (Perlow 

1999). Simply put, staff had too much to do and not enough time to do it. As a result, 

their perspective adjusted, as the kinds of resource and maintenance problems they faced 

changed. As one staff person explained, “We had lots of little pet peeves. Things that we 

wouldn’t think twice about [then], we wouldn’t do today because of the amount of the 

illegal activity going on in the park, [but] we did readily then.” He offered the example of 
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stopping to cover tracks where a visitor had driven slightly off-road, in order to make the 

area look “pristine.” These earlier concerns, and staff’s response, seemed miniscule in 

contrast to the off-road driving from smugglers and the amount of time and resources 

staff invested in reshaping the landscape to try to prevent off-road driving, through 

vehicle and Jersey barriers. 

Some of this reprioritization made sense to staff in the context of the park’s 

mission. But some staff also felt a political push from the administration, which was 

responding to the regional and national officials, to shift what they worked on and replace 

longer-term priorities with border-related work. As examples, resource management staff 

said they spent less time cooperating with their counterparts at Organ Pipe’s Mexican 

sister park, El Pinacate. Also, the scope of the long term ecological monitoring program 

was reduced, while the program coordinator was required to subsume responsibility for 

the growing border impacts monitoring program. Similarly, while the superintendent in 

the 1980s devoted considerable energy to developing relationships between land agencies 

and conservation NGOs in southern Arizona and northern Sonora, the superintendent in 

2006 spent the majority of her time on “border issues.” 

Budgeting priorities had also changed at the park. Organ Pipe’s law enforcement 

budget more than doubled after the death of law enforcement ranger Kris Eggle in 2002, 

jumping from $507,000 in FY2002 to $1.3 million in FY 2003. By comparison, the 

FY2003 budget for resource management was $463,730 and for interpretation $209,700, 

with minimal change from the previous year. In addition, NPS spent $14 million to 

construct the vehicle barrier along the park’s southern boundary. Funding for the project 
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came out of nationally designated funds, which meant that special projects or 

improvements at other parks were postponed. The number of law enforcement rangers 

roughly doubled between 1990 and 2006. In 2006, there were 12 full-time permanent law 

enforcement rangers, in comparison to 7 full-time permanent resource management staff, 

and 2 full-time permanent interpretive staff.  

As early as the 1980s, some Organ Pipe staff had been frustrated with the 

perceived prioritization of law enforcement over other units in the park, like 

interpretation. Some NPS staff, within Organ Pipe and also at the regional and national 

levels, argued that rangers should not be involved drug interdiction and immigration 

enforcement, and therefore the unit did not need more staff and funding. Other staff 

argued that it was preferable to have Organ Pipe rangers, over Border Patrol agents, 

perform a wide range of law enforcement. Organ Pipe rangers would keep resource 

protection at the forefront of their enforcement efforts and operated within the parameters 

of wilderness laws. Law enforcement staff argued that they should have a larger budget 

for more staff and equipment, because, among other reasons, the National Park Rangers 

Lodge of the Fraternal Order of Police named Organ Pipe the most dangerous park in the 

nation. By the mid 2000s, law enforcement had clearly risen to a top priority. The major 

increase in law enforcement operating funds demonstrated a shift in Park Service 

priorities at Organ Pipe towards law enforcement and the interdiction of smugglers and 

migrants specifically. 

 



146 
 

Access and fieldwork 

For resource management and maintenance staff, one of the biggest obstacles to 

park management was highly limited and variable access to large sections of the park. 

Beginning in the early 2000s, the park administration began progressively restricting 

access to portions of the park to visitors, staff, and outside researchers. The park 

administration argued that certain sections of the park were no longer safe for visitors or 

park staff, because of the increased level of illegal traffic and/or the remoteness of the 

area. In addition to closures, the park developed a series of safety protocols for non-law 

enforcement staff to follow, primarily while working in the back country.25  

For resource management staff, fieldwork involved a long series of required 

security protocols. Security protocols could easily add a half hour to a staff person’s 

preparations for fieldwork. In the case of arranging for a ranger escort, fieldwork might 

need to be scheduled months in advance. Most of the security protocols were developed 

over a period of years as the level and visibility of illegal activities in Organ Pipe 

increased. Staff who worked in the park in the 1980s and 1990s were accustomed to 

working in the field alone, in any location, and sometimes overnight. No other federal 

land agency along the Arizona-Sonora border had, at that time, as elaborate or stringent 

security protocols.  

Many park areas were completely closed to park staff, outside researchers, and 

volunteers. During portions of the winter of 2006-2007, roughly three-quarters of the 

park was closed to visitors, and required ranger escorts for staff and outside researchers. 
                                                 
25 The politics of closures, protocols, and safety assessments are discussed in 

chapter six. 
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The closures were disruptive to a variety of work projects. Maintenance staff were not 

able to perform routine or emergency maintenance. Resource management staff could not 

access cultural or natural resource monitoring sites. Outside researchers had their projects 

cancelled when they could no longer access their fieldwork sites. Local volunteers with 

the Arizona Site Stewards Program could not inspect the historic and archeological sites 

they had agreed to protect. The park superintendent in 2007 estimated that the backlog 

for maintenance and resource management projects in the park was years-long, primarily 

due to safety and access issues. 

Closures wore heavily on staff morale, as staff became more and more frustrated 

that they could not get work done in the field. In early May 2006, this extended to law 

enforcement rangers, when the director of the NPS Intermountain Region declared a 60-

day “safety stand-down” at Organ Pipe. No staff, including law enforcement rangers, 

were permitted to work in the backcountry, except in a small northern section of the Ajo 

Mountains. One staff member told me, “We are getting a few exceptions [to the 

rule]…but morale is seriously low as you can imagine! After all the sacrifices and hard 

work we've put into hyper-safety policies, way more than any other border agency, this is 

what we get from [the regional office].” Within a few months of the declaration, several 

rangers had left, including the chief and one district ranger. To be fair, in interviews with 

me, several rangers said they were already thinking ahead to their next position, knowing 

that they could not work in law enforcement at Organ Pipe long-term. The stress their 

jobs placed on them and their families was not sustainable. But the timing for the turn-
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over in staff was a sign of frustration. Other staff talked seriously about leaving, though 

few outside of law enforcement found acceptable job opportunities.  

From the first days that I worked at Organ Pipe, I was struck by the heavy weight 

of staff frustration, negativity and low morale, stemming partly from the overwhelming 

nature of the challenges they confronted. As one staff person described it to me, “We are 

besieged and we have a besieged mentality.” Obviously, the increase in migration, 

smuggling, and border enforcement “besieged” staff and the park. Staff time, field access, 

and the park’s budget were re-oriented in response to this sense of besiegement. But the 

inability to return to “normal” work routines and goals reproduced staff’s sense that they 

were under siege.  

Frustrations also derived from a mounting sense that people in higher positions of 

power, whether the regional and national Park Service offices or the U.S.Congress, did 

not understand the challenges that staff faced on the ground and were not providing the 

resources and mobility that staff felt they needed to protect the park and its resources. 

Staff sometimes felt deserted, facing external threats to the park over which they held 

little sway. As one park administrator explained,  

There’s a whole bunch of different things, the economy in Mexico, all these 
things that we as the National Park Service…don’t have any influence [over]. I 
don’t have the ability to do anything towards those things. I’m just in the middle 
of all of it. And trying to be in the middle of all of it and take care of this place it 
sometimes almost feels impossible. Or frustrating. [Laughs] No one likes the 
word impossible, because we’re gonna keep trying. 
 

Often when I asked staff about how the park could be protected from the impacts of 

migration, smuggling, and enforcement, staff pointed out that the solutions were broad 
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policy initiatives, like immigration reform or stiffer penalties for employers hiring 

undocumented workers, not directly related to NPS policy.  

The prioritization of “border issues” over other responsibilities, changes in 

financial and staff time budgeting, constraints to fieldwork, and sinking morale all limited 

the abilities and flexibilities of Park Service staff to manage the park. These challenges, 

in and of themselves, placed tremendous pressures on park staff. But they were coupled 

with a greater concern among staff about the decline of the autonomy of the Park Service, 

especially the superintendent, and the erosion of environmental and wilderness laws that 

shaped their directives and authority. These erosions were in direct relation to the 

increasing power of the new Department of Homeland Security, and the Border Patrol 

within it, sister agencies with which the National Park Service was expected to cooperate. 

 

Interagency cooperation and the erosion of superintendent autonomy 

Land agencies and Border Patrol have been criticized for not working effectively 

together where their areas of responsibility intersect. These criticisms were summarized 

in a report by the U.S. Government Accountability Office (2004), which noted that DHS 

had not involved land agencies in its planning activities, such as threat assessments or 

staffing increases and assignments.  

The report subtly echoes more frank comments from land agency staff about the 

difficulties they have encountered in working with DHS, and Border Patrol specifically. 

An administrator at Organ Pipe wished for more coordination between the park and 
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Border Patrol, similar to what she had witnessed in other parks working with other 

federal agencies, 

In most national parks I’ve worked in, if other agencies come to work on your lands, 
they either get a special use permit or it’s a cooperative agreement or there’s 
something like that…Usually, there’s a benefit to the national park in preservation of 
resources….Here you could say that there is a benefit to the resources as a result 
of…controlling the illegal activity. But, there’s no meeting at the door, shaking 
hands, saying, Can we do this? Or is this okay?…There’s none of that that goes on.  

According to some land managers, Border Patrol regularly neglected to consult with land 

managers or to consider a cooperative approach to their work on public lands. 

When there has been coordination between land agencies and Border Patrol, the 

strains on cooperating parties can be significant. I asked one land agency staff member to 

describe his agency’s working relationship with Border Patrol. He replied, 

It’s a very tough process….It can be incredibly frustrating. I actually see their 
[Border Patrol’s] point of view.…I can certainly see their need. And I can also sense 
their frustration.…I think that they’re very mission oriented….It’s basically, We 
have a mission, which is to basically seal this border off, good, bad or indifferent. 
So, we need to do whatever we can to make that happen. And because of that 
attitude…it also makes [it difficult] to work in a situation where you’re like, Well, 
wait, time-out, there’s other impacts here; there’s other things that you need to worry 
about.   

Some land agency staff considered the “mission-oriented,” narrow focus of the Border 

Patrol, as described above, to be specific to the “agency culture” of the patrol. 

 In contrast, the National Park Service “agency culture” could be described as 

processual and cyclically-based. This is not to say that the Park Service at Organ Pipe did 

not have specific projects or goals. But park management revolved around the seasonality 

of natural and social events. Visitors arrived, departed, and returned again each year, 

requiring shifts in staff attention to visitor services. Similarly, the mating of song birds in 
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spring and the annual emergence of hibernating reptiles in summer marked the calendars 

of resource management staff. Resource monitoring was repeated each year and resource 

managers were attuned to seasonal changes, as well as aberrations from seasonal patterns. 

The Park Service’s two-part mission is to preserve the continuity of human and natural 

cycles in the monument. 

Unlike many land agency staff, the Border Patrol representatives that I spoke with 

tended to paint a positive portrait of their relations with land agencies. As one 

representative explained,  

We really don’t have that much of a problem [working with federal land agencies]. 
Everybody’s willing to cooperate. They understand that it’s best to secure the border 
…than it is to let the, let issues rise that would prevent us from doing our job and 
actually destroying the environment worse by allowing the immigrants to come 
across…. All of [the land managers] have been very hospitable, very 
accommodating. We request it and we basically get it. That just shows the 
willingness of these guys really wanting to work with the United States Border 
Patrol.  

These comments mirrored the messages that were found in environmental education 

materials for agents (p. 131). Another representative explained, “You’d be surprised to 

see, even though our main focus is to stop, interdict all terrorists and all terrorist weapons 

of mass destruction, including illegal entrants, it’s kind of layered in with the BLM’s 

duties and the NPS’s duties. There’s not any one that’s greater.” Likely, the different 

portrayals of relationships between DHS and DOI units results from a couple of factors. 

First, the Border Patrol agents quoted above were agents whose specific jobs were 

community and public relations; although they were communicating their personal 

experiences or opinions, these matched the “party line” of the agency. Second, DHS’ 

position of power in the relationship colors agents’ descriptions. 
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 It is not surprising, given their different missions and views of space (as described 

in chapter four), that National Park Service and Border Patrol would conflict. Further, as 

Sharma and Gupta point out, the state is “multilayered” and “contradictory” (2006b:6). 

But key to the production of the state is its presentation as whole, consistent, and rational. 

Thus, the lack of cooperation was problematic in that it made public the ruptures within 

the state. The contradictions and inconsistencies were erased through cooperative 

performances and, where cooperation seemed unlikely or impossible, through executive 

order. 

DHS and land agencies have developed a few mechanisms to increase 

cooperation, which land agency and Border Patrol staff both report have improved their 

working relationships. The Borderlands Management Task Force (BMTF) provides 

regular meeting ground for land agencies (both federal and state), Border Patrol, and 

Congressional offices. Formed in 2002 to promote intergovernmental cooperation 

between land and environmental agencies and law enforcement authorities, the BMTF 

has developed joint safety and communications protocols for working in the borderlands. 

It also served as a forum for DOI, USDA, and DHS agencies to discuss concepts of 

wilderness and interpretations of “minimum tool use,” the requirement that federal 

agencies use low-impact technologies in wilderness areas. A second forum, the 

Intergovernmental Executive Committee (IEC), was mandated by Congress in 1999 for 

information sharing between the military and the Department of Interior in relation to 

natural and cultural resource protection on the Barry M. Goldwater Range (just north of 

Ajo). Representatives from the Air Force, Marines, federal land agencies, Border Patrol, 
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and the public regularly attend these meetings, which often also serve as a venue to share 

information about border security.  

The USBP Tucson Sector also established a new position in 2004, the Public 

Lands Liaison Agent (PLLA), a position which has since been created in all USBP 

sectors. The PLLA receives limited additional training through federal workshops on 

environmental law and the National Environmental Policy Act processes. PLLAs have 

been responsible for coordinating with land agencies to create environmental training for 

agents in the sector. They also serve as direct links between land managers and sector 

level management and planning committees. Several land agency staff cited the creation 

of the position as evidence that Border Patrol was improving its efforts to better 

cooperate with land agencies. Land managers also cited the environmental education 

materials for agents discussed in chapter four as another example of improved 

cooperation.  

One of the biggest sticking points between Border Patrol and the National Park 

Service at the local level was when, where, and why Border Patrol agents drove off-road 

in the wilderness. Beyond the issues of terrain, remoteness, and climate discussed in 

chapter four, Border Patrol agents have also viewed the environmental regulations at 

Organ Pipe and other protected areas as barriers to their enforcement operations. 

Wilderness laws, which apply to much of Organ Pipe, restricted motor vehicle use for 

visitors, Organ Pipe staff, and Border Patrol agents alike. A former Border Patrol agent 

explained,  

Organ Pipe was the hardest area to get cooperation from, because they are so 
protective of the land….It was very, very- What is the word?- worse than annoying 
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to try to get cooperation and totally be turned down….You know that there’s 
something you need to do on [the monument], but …you can’t drive out there, you 
have to walk it, and you know that if you walk it, you’re not gonna catch it. That was 
probably the hardest part of trying to work with other agencies is trying to get the 
cooperation of the people that were hired…to protect the land. 

“Cooperation,” in this case, meant allowing exceptions to the no motorized vehicle rule 

so that agents could drive on the monument for enforcement purposes. 

In response to wilderness restrictions and the perceived lack of cooperation on the 

part of the Park Service, DHS, DOI and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, renegotiated 

limits to off-road driving in wilderness at Organ Pipe and on other federal lands. When 

Border Patrol announced its Arizona Border Control (ABC) Initiative in 2004, Organ 

Pipe and the Ajo station began to reevaluate the terms and details of Border Patrol’s 

operations on the monument. The two units attempted to draft a memorandum of 

understanding outlining how Border Patrol could accomplish their mission while also 

limiting environmental impacts on the monument. Local negotiations were subsumed by 

the development of a national memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the DHS 

and the Department of the Interior, the parent agency of the National Park Service, the 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Land Management; and the 

Department of Agriculture, which oversees the U.S. Forest Service. The MOU outlines 

interagency agreements with respect to Border Patrol’s operations on federal lands and 

describes how and to what extent the agencies will work together to meet their respective 

missions. The document is non-binding and rests on previously existing laws, rules, and 

regulations.   
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The memo starts with the premise that preventing illegal entries by “cross-border 

violators,” including drug and human smugglers and terrorists, is important to national 

security and counter-terrorism. Further, “cross-border violators” damage federal lands 

and cultural and natural resources and have overwhelmed the capacity of land agencies in 

some areas. Thus, it is in the interest of land agencies to work cooperatively with Border 

Patrol to benefit from increased enforcement presence. The memo is intended to outline 

strategies to prevent “cross-border violator” impacts to natural and cultural resources, 

“where possible,” and promises environmental education for Border Patrol agents.  

Most importantly, the memo asserts that Border Patrol’s access to federal lands is 

important for search and rescue, resource and wilderness protection, and national 

security. Border Patrol agents are to have access to all spaces within federally protected 

areas, including off-road access, provided they can argue that the circumstance was 

“exigent.” How exigency is defined is one of the stickier points of the MOU. Currently, 

exigency is defined by the Border Patrol and left to the discretion of field supervisors. In 

conversations between Border Patrol and land agencies, exigent circumstances are 

understood to be occasions in which the health and safety of agents or migrants is at risk 

or when agents are in “hot pursuit.” 

Where and when Border Patrol agents drive off-road in protected areas is unclear. 

Border Patrol and Organ Pipe had devised a notification system in which Border Patrol 

reported each time an agent drove off-road in wilderness. But Organ Pipe staff did not 

assume the system provided complete information. Nor were they sure how they might 

use that information in negotiations with Border Patrol or what the threshold of off-road 

 



156 
 

driving incidents might be which would signal a need for re-negotiations. Some staff 

personally interpreted the MOU as favorable for the park, while other staff thought that 

the MOU gave Border Patrol carte blanche to drive off-road in the wilderness. In 

practice, Organ Pipe administrators interpreted the MOU as outlining a hands-off 

approach to Border Patrol agents off-road driving. As one administrator explained, 

“Around Bates Well, where [Border Patrol agents] just drive their ATVs all around a 

historical site…we would do resource damage citations to anybody else that would be 

doing that kind of thing.” 

The MOU, as interpreted and practiced, contrasted with earlier local interagency 

negotiations over other agencies’ access and activities in the park’s wilderness. A 

superintendent from earlier decades described to me with a degree of pride his steadfast 

approach to enforcing wilderness regulations, even when it involved other agencies. As 

one example, he insisted that the Air Force reclaim the wreckage of an F-16, which had 

crashed in the park, by hand and on foot, per the Wilderness Act’s minimum tool 

requirement. The Air Force had originally proposed using trailers and back-hoes to 

excavate the downed plane from the ground. Prior to the mid 2000s, Organ Pipe 

administrators were able to use wilderness laws to effectively limit the activities of other 

federal agencies that would degrade the wilderness and park resources. The national 

MOU, framed as a joint agreement, in fact shifted the decision-making powers first from 

the local to the national level, and then devolved it ultimately into the hands of local 

agents, who decide when they can circumvent wilderness regulations.  
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These techniques for cooperation- working groups, environmental trainings, the 

PLLA positions, and the MOU- had multiple uses. Land agency staff stated that they 

found the working groups, and the PLLA position, supportive in helping them to respond 

to the dramatic changes in Arizona border wildlands. But these techniques for 

cooperation also served as performances that welded ruptures in the state, at least at the 

surface. It was a performance that was partly internal to the state, an attempt to convince 

land agencies that they were part of a cooperative effort. As one Organ Pipe administrator 

stated, “The direction we get from Interior is that we are to cooperate with Homeland 

Security and to facilitate their mission. What we get back…from the public lands liaisons 

for Border Patrol…is, ‘We’re training our agents to be environmentally sensitive.’ So 

that’s how they come back to say they’re trying to facilitate our mission.” It is also a 

performance directed publically. Even where venues, such as the Borderlands 

Management Task Force, were closed to the public, agency staff could refer to the task 

force as an example of their work towards a seamless federal response to migration and 

smuggling in border wildlands.  

 

Border fences 

The performances of cooperation were most strained, and broken, in relation to debates 

over the construction of border walls in Organ Pipe (and other protected areas). In 

October, 2006, while I was conducting fieldwork at Organ Pipe, the U.S. Congress 

passed The Secure Fence Act (H.R. 6061), which required constructing over 700 miles of 

double fencing along the U.S.-Mexico border, including along the border between El 
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Pinacate and Organ Pipe and Cabeza Prieta. When the Secure Fence Act was passed, 

most resource management staff at Organ Pipe dismissed the proposal, suggesting that 

terrain and costs would prevent construction of a double layer fence across 700 plus miles 

of border. They were far from alone in this assessment. Many critics of the bill, whether 

for or against construction of a wall, noted that the legislation included no spending 

authorization.  

The idea that a border wall can help secure a territory is nothing new (as the Great 

Wall in China attests). But prior to 2006, the construction of walls along the U.S.-Mexico 

border had been primarily limited to urban areas. Early border walls in urban areas, like 

Nogales, were primarily constructed to limit undocumented crossings and smuggling, 

rather than for national security protection writ large. As early as 2002, Border Patrol has 

proposed long stretches of walls along the border, even in rural areas. Support for that 

proposal- political and financial- has seemed to come in pulses. Operations Gatekeeper 

and Hold-the-Line, described in chapter two, represent one such surge, and the Secure 

Fence Act of 2006 represents another.  

The Secure Fence Act came at the end of a congressional session marked by 

several failed attempts at immigration reform and by heightened national attention to the 

U.S.’ “insecure” borders. As Nevins (2002) argues, Operation Gatekeeper (and Hold-the-

Line) were successful as border performances because they performed a sort of bait-and-

switch. Migration was funneled away from populated areas like southern California, 

where political fermentation over illegal immigration was high, and into remote areas. 

But by the mid 2000s, the influx of undocumented migration and smuggling into Arizona 
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was publically clear, and augmented by post-9-11 fears about terrorists entering the 

United States through unsecure borders. The Secure Fence Act was passed 

overwhelmingly in both the House and the Senate, and supported by the President. 

Support for the bill by a wide range of congressional members should be understood in 

the context of the 2007 House and 2008 Presidential elections. Few politicians felt that 

they could afford to vote against  a border wall, because of perceived public support for 

increased border security. 

The materially important legislation came after the Secure Fence Act, in the 2008 

Omnibus Appropriations, which modified the Secure Fence Act by eliminating specific 

requirements for the type and length of fence, but provided $1.2 billion to construct walls 

along the border. While some fence has been built by DHS and the National Guard, 

private contractors have completed large segments. As of January 2009, DHS had built 

more than 601 miles of border fences. In Arizona, this included five miles at Organ Pipe, 

the entire southern boundary of the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge, portions of 

the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area and the NPS Coronado National 

Memorial. Single or double fencing stretches across the entire boundaries of Border Field 

State Park and the Tijuana River National Estuarine Reserve in California. In Texas, 

there are border walls in multiple sections of the Lower Rio Grande National Wildlife 

Refuge and DHS has plans for fencing in The Nature Conservancy’s Lennox Foundation 

Southmost Preserve and the Audubon Society’s Sabal Palms Audubon Sanctuary. The 

walls vary in construction style, but are typically at least fifteen feet tall, embedded 
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reinforced steel, with closely placed slats or steel mesh panels. See Figure 11, on page 

166, for a photo of the border fence at Organ Pipe as one example. 

As security measures and deterrents of undocumented migration and drug 

smuggling, border walls are of questionable utility. As Cornelius (2007) has shown, 

increased border enforcement has done little to deter undocumented migrants from 

Mexico from crossing into the U.S. Walls in urban areas have simply helped funnel 

migrants in rural zones. Border Patrol agents explained that border walls were effective 

when coupled with other infrastructure and agents, partly because as obstacles to 

migrants and smugglers, border walls buy agents more response time. But in remote, 

rural areas, where agents may have up to several days response time to catch migrants or 

smugglers on foot, the response time afforded by walls is relatively minimal. Especially 

given their limited utility, the costs of border walls are astronomical, with estimates that it 

would cost $9 billion or more to build a wall across the entire U.S.-Mexico border 

(Ackleson 2005). 

In border wildlands, border walls can, and do, present obstacles to wildlife. 

Contributors to A barrier to our shared environment: the border fence between the 

United States and Mexico (Cordova and de la Parra 2007) review a range of species that 

they anticipate will be impacted by the construction of border fences, including American 

black bear (Urdus americanus), jaguar (Pantera onca), and Mexican gray wolf (Canis 

lupus baileyi). Using the Ferruginous Pygmy Owls (Glaucidium brasilianum) and desert 

bighorn sheep (Ovis Canadensis mexicana) as two case studies, Flesch et al. (2009) 

suggest that both species would be isolated and affected by construction of impermeable 
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pedestrian fences. Border walls threaten to fragment habitat, interrupt migratory routes, 

isolate populations and limit genetic exchange. Depending on their location and 

construction, border walls also have the potential to modify and block stream flow and 

drainages, leading to erosion and risk of flooding. The potential environmental costs of a 

border wall were top concerns among conservationists and resource managers. 

Despite what appeared to local actors to be a narrow-sighted approach to border 

security, national level policy and debates in 2006 honed in on border walls as central for 

border security. One Organ Pipe staff member reflected about the politics of border walls, 

“I’ve had Congressmen come in that want the biggest fence in the world, and it didn’t 

matter what we say or what we show them, they still want the biggest fence in the world. 

We don’t really change their opinion.” Her comment echoed other comments that I heard 

from land agency staff, conservationists, and Border Patrol agents, in which they argued 

that “DC-level” proposals for extensive border walls had a broad appeal not easily shaken 

by local doubts.  

It was not unusual for national-level bureaucrats and politicians to visit Organ 

Pipe, despite the fact that it is not a large or well-visited park. For example, within the 

first six months of his political appointment, Secretary of the Interior Kempthorne visited 

Organ Pipe, along with Cabeza Prieta and the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge, 

with a specific interest in border issues at these locations. Among the more controversial 

and regular visitors was Representative Tom Tancredo of Colorado, who served in the 

U.S. House of Representatives from 1998 to 2008. Tancredo built his political popularity 

in Colorado and nationally based in large part on his virulent opposition to immigration. 
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He also became a collaborator and friend of Kris Eggle’s parents after the death of their 

son. The Congressional Immigration Reform Caucus, established and chaired by 

Representative Tancredo, honored Eggle with the creation of an award for heroism in 

immigration law enforcement. Representative Tancredo made several official and 

informal visits to Organ Pipe between 2002 and 2007, sometimes with Eggle’s parents, 

and often used his visits as fodder for his ongoing push for stricter immigration control 

and more border enforcement. In 2003, in a lengthy address to the House in which he 

argued for deploying the U.S. military along the US-Mexico border, Tancredo described 

a visit he made to Organ Pipe, referring to the park as “Organ Pipe National Catastrophe” 

and “Organ Pipe National Dump” (2003:H2918).  

Representative Tancredo was also among the representatives most vocal and 

constant in their support for a wall across the entire US-Mexico border in the 2000s. The 

Secure Fence Act of 2006, and subsequent funding for hundreds of miles of border walls, 

were political victories for congressional members and their allies who had argued for 

years for a wall along the U.S.-Mexico border. They were, in part, following the 

recommendations of a 1993 report by the Sandia National Laboratories (military and 

nuclear weapons laboratories) to the then Immigration and Naturalization Service, which 

pushed for multiple layers of border barriers (Nevins and Dunn 2008). But they were 

inspired by the growing fervor over national security, terrorism, and illegal immigration. 

The simplicity of the Secure Fence Act reflected the degree to which more complex 

problem-solving had been stymied in congressional debates about immigration reform 

and border security in the mid-2000s. 
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In 2007, in the wake of Congress’ passage of the Secure Fence Act, the Customs 

and Border Protection proposed to build a pedestrian fence- a fifteen foot wall- along five 

miles of Organ Pipe’s border on either side of the Lukeville port of entry. Some staff 

were surprised to see the proposal since Organ Pipe already had thirty-plus miles of 

vehicle barrier along the monument’s southern boundary. Further, staff could cite private 

and public comments made by Border Patrol agents that suggested the agency did not see 

a need for pedestrian fences in rural areas. But in initial conversations between 

administrators for the park and the Ajo station, they agreed that a pedestrian fence to 

separate Lukeville and Sonoyta could play a part in reducing migrant and drug traffic 

within the park. Negotiations surrounding the wall happened at two levels: face-to-face 

conversations between park administrators and Ajo station and Tucson sector staff, and 

official written correspondence, including a draft environmental assessment and 

comments. As plans for the wall progressed, park administrators became less and less 

convinced by Customs and Border Protection’s plans for a wall.  

NPS staff were concerned about the proposal for a variety of reasons. First, they 

were disappointed with the quality of the environmental assessment for the proposed 

fence conducted by a private firm for CBP. CBP proposed a “design/build” fence, which 

meant that the specific details of fence design would be decided on site by the contractor, 

in concert with Border Patrol. While the choice for a design/build approach offered more 

flexibility for the contractor and Border Patrol, Organ Pipe staff could only guess at the 

type of wall and its potential impacts in their written comments to the agency. Further, 

staff comments on the draft assessment pointed to misinformation, missing information, 
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and false assumptions about the local ecology and the potential impacts of a wall and its 

construction. 

Staff were concerned about the immediate impacts of building a wall on 

vegetation and habitat. Most of the pedestrian fence would be added to the existing 

vehicle barrier and construction could be limited to the Roosevelt reservation, within 60 

feet of the border.26 But the most western portion of the wall was proposed to extend over 

Monument (or Sonoyta) Hill, a small hill which is bifurcated by the border. Because of 

the steep terrain, Organ Pipe’s vehicle barrier along the hill consists of semi-portable, 

Normandy style barriers, which were welded together in place. Customs and Border 

Patrol proposed building a new wall, north of the existing barrier, which would require a 

larger construction zone, extending beyond the Roosevelt reservation. The top of the hill 

that would be bladed for construction included between 150-200 protected columnar cacti 

and good desert tortoise habitat.  

Finally, Organ Pipe staff were concerned about the long-term impacts of the wall 

on the park’s viewscape, noise, connectivity for wildlife, and hydrology. Monument Hill 

sits at the bottom of the park, along its southern entrance, and is prominent in the 

otherwise flat stretch on the monument’s southern boundary. Park staff were concerned 

about the visual aesthetics of a wall crowning the top of the hill at the monument’s 

entrance. Although currently closed to visitors, the eastern stretch of the fence, along the 

Camino de Dos Republicas, had been a destination for park visitors looking for expansive 

views into Mexico. Park staff were also concerned that the fence would be a massive 
                                                 
26 The Roosevelt reservation is reserved for border enforcement activities. See 

page 55 for a more detailed description. 
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noise-maker, as wind whipped through the metal pieces, dissuading wildlife from 

frequenting the area around the fence. The proposed fence cut across a series of washes 

draining from the monument into the Sonoyta River. Staff feared impacts that would 

begin at the fence, but stretch farther out into the monument, as wildlife lost access 

through the washes and as water and debris backed up at the wall. 

All of these concerns prompted Organ Pipe’s superintendent to refuse to sign a 

permit allowing CBP contractors to use NPS lands outside the Roosevelt reservation to 

build the fence over Monument Hill. Instead, Organ Pipe staff wanted to renegotiate the 

length of the border fence, limit the fence to the flat-lands immediately surrounding 

Lukeville, and replace the proposed wall on the hill with high-tech surveillance 

equipment or other enforcement. The superintendent’s opposition to the portion of the 

fence was recorded in official comments to CBP and made public in Ajo and Tucson 

newspapers (Vanderpool 2008).  

Then, two months later, the superintendent signed the permit granting CBP 

permission for construction on NPS lands, under instruction from the director of the 

National Park Service and the Secretary of the Department of the Interior, the two 

political appointees that supervise Park Service superintendents. The wall, see Figure 11, 

was completed in summer of 2008. During the monsoons following its completion, the 

wall dammed, with high water mark reaching seven feet up the wall and flood waters 

washing miles into the Lukeville Port of Entry (Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument 

2008). 
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The superintendent at Organ Pipe was not the only federal land manager at the 

time to refuse to grant permission for a border wall. The year before, the manager for the 

Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge in Arizona, about 80 miles to the east of Organ 

Pipe along the border, had refused to grant CBP permission to build a seven mile wall 

along the entire length of the wildlife refuge. In his decision, the manager argued that a 

fifteen foot wall would not be compatible with the primary purpose of the refuge, which 

is to protect and restore grasslands habitat for native species. Faced with the prospect of a 

legal obstacle to construction of the fence in what had been a high traffic corridor for 

migrants, CBP initiated negotiations with FWS. These negotiations moved to the national 

level, spearheaded in Washington by a FWS staff member who was temporarily assigned 

to act as a liaison between the Department of the Interior and DHS. The aim of the 

Figure 11: Border fence in OPCNM, photo by Matt Clark, Defenders of Wildlife 
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negotiations was to find a way for DHS to construct a wall along the refuge boundary that 

conformed to the letter of the law and would ideally mitigate the environmental impacts 

of the wall. A compromise was reached: Border Patrol agreed to purchase private in-

holdings on the refuge and swap their purchase for refuge lands immediately adjacent to 

the border. With construction limited to the land owned by Border Patrol, no permit from 

the refuge was necessary to complete the wall. Refuge managers in Texas also expressed 

concerns about proposed walls along the Rio Grande, but with limited success in 

negotiating compromises. In the case of border fences most clearly, “cooperation” in fact 

meant facilitation of DHS’ mission 

Further, the DHS Secretary’s power to waive environmental laws hung over all 

pending border barrier construction. In 2005, Congress passed the REAL ID Act, which 

included an unprecedented provision that allowed for the DHS Secretary “to waive all 

legal requirements such Secretary…determines necessary to ensure expeditious 

construction of barriers and roads” along U.S. borders (PL 109-13, Section 102). DHS 

Secretary Michael Chertoff waived over thirty-five environmental and other laws to 

expedite construction of border walls between 2005 and 2008. In San Diego, California, 

REAL ID ensured that Border Patrol could carry out plans to back fill the infamous 

Smugglers Gulch and build a wall across the fill at the edge of the protected Tijuana 

Estuary. The California Coastal Commission had ruled against the proposed construction. 

Secretary Chertoff also used the waiver for construction of a border wall in the San Pedro 

Riparian National Conservation Area, after conservation organizations challenged 

construction in court (McCombs 2007b). 

 



168 
 

For land managers and conservation groups, this meant that the environmental 

laws and principles that they typically worked to uphold could be disregarded with a 

single signature. Waiving the National Environmental Policy Act subverts the 

requirements for public notification and environmental review, in which land agency 

biologists would have typically participated. One land manager referred to Section 102 of 

the REAL ID Act as “the Sword of Damocles.” The Sword of Damocles refers to the 

Greek legend of Damocles, a courtier who was offered to spend a day as king, and found 

himself positioned under a sword hanging from a thread. Though typically used to refer 

to the precarious position of those in power, here the manager used the phrase to suggest 

how quickly interagency negotiations over border walls could be halted by a REAL ID 

Act waiver. Once the REAL ID Act was invoked, DHS was no longer legally obligated to 

work with land agencies, or abide by national environmental laws. Another resource 

manager simply called the waiver provision “The God Act.”  

In addition to the REAL ID waiver mentioned above, Border Patrol held two 

other “trump cards” in negotiations with land agencies in the Ajo area. One was to 

remind land managers about the potential for migrants’ deaths in the desert, especially in 

remote areas, and argue that the patrol’s work was critical to saving lives. One agent 

succinctly summed up this argument for me in a rhetorical question, “Is a human life 

more important than a cactus?” Park managers were upset about the needless deaths of 

migrants in border wildlands. Thus, Border Patrol’s argument that it had an important 

rescue mission was powerful in supporting the development of a search and rescue camp 

at Bates Well at Organ Pipe. Only privately would land managers question the extent to 
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which search and rescue was the primary mission of the patrol or consider the links 

between increased enforcement, like patrol camps, and migrant deaths over the last 

decade. 

 The other “trump card” was to assert the patrol’s role in national security and 

combating terrorism. No known terrorists have entered the United States through 

Arizona’s rural borders. And by their own reports and measures of success, as I noted in 

chapter four, agents from the Ajo Station spend the vast majority of their time 

apprehending migrants and seizing marijuana. But the reverberations of the terrorist 

attacks of September 11th and Border Patrol’s redefinition of itself as an anti-terror 

organization, under the Department of Homeland Security, made the invocation of 

national security politically powerful. In official public spaces, land agency and 

conservation staff and volunteers did not question the end-goal of anti-terror work which 

justified Border Patrol’s need for infrastructure or access to wilderness. 

In the most pessimistic conversations among land agency staff, the Secretary’s 

waiver power was a specter that represented an amalgamation of political realities in 

which national security trumped national conservation. Land managers were pressured 

from within their agency and department to comply with DHS plans on public lands. As 

one park administrator explained, “The direction we get from Interior is that we are to 

cooperate with Homeland Security and to facilitate their mission [and]...their mission 

takes precedence.” While there were opportunities for cooperation, ultimately some land 

managers felt they had little power in relation to DHS. In the eyes of several park 

administrators, managerial discretion was being eroded and decisions were being made 
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further away from the local level for political reasons. One park administrator elaborated 

concern about “the lack of control of the National Park Service in managing lands when 

another agency, Homeland Security, often seems to trump the legal authorities we have.” 

In their most distressed, private moments, some Organ Pipe staff wondered aloud if the 

monument would be decommissioned in order to make way for DHS operations on the 

border. 

Relations between the National Park Service and Border Patrol in the Ajo area 

had been mixed prior to the mid-2000s, with some coordination between law 

enforcement agents, but frustrations on the part of Border Patrol agents that they were not 

allowed access in wilderness. But Organ Pipe and other land agencies were facing a very 

different agency in the mid-2000s. Border Patrol was now part of the third largest federal 

agency (after the Department of Defense and Veteran Affairs). At $35 billion in FY2007, 

DHS had an annual budget more than double the size of the Department of the Interior.  

Although the legacy of the Bush administration has yet to be fully assessed, it was 

marked by a clear shift in national priorities towards national security, defined in military 

terms, and away from environmental protection. The border wall was a significant legacy 

project for the Bush administration at the end of the president’s term. For DHS, after the 

fiasco of its grossly inept response to Hurricane Katrina and the perpetual delays in 

implementing SBInet and the virtual wall, completing a border wall became all the more 

important. Thus, wall construction (even small sections like that along Organ Pipe’s 

border) was virtually non-negotiable on federal lands. Despite their federally-protected 

status, Organ Pipe and other federal wildlands were, in some sense, the easiest places for 
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DHS to begin building walls, because the administration could more effectively control 

local opposition and was not faced with the politically and legally tricky questions of 

property rights that they face on private lands. 

Conclusion 

The impacts on agency capacity, superintendent autonomy, and the prioritization of 

border enforcement over conservation missions is arguably much farther reaching than 

the ecological impacts outlined in chapter three. Time famine, low morale, and highly 

limited field access made a range of “normal” management duties difficult, leading to 

back-logs that will take staff years to address. The challenges that the park faces are 

further magnified by the hobbling of the park superintendent’s autonomy and control 

over the monument. Cooperative performances, and when those failed, executive orders, 

paved the way for key security projects on monument lands, especially off-road driving 

in wilderness and border walls. The environmental impacts of off-road driving and border 

walls will be much longer term than the impacts of trash and trails. Further, the 

precedents set by REAL ID and the wilderness MOU may jimmy open other doors to 

new security projects, such as permanent road construction in the monument or wider use 

of “national security” interests to justify waiving environmental protections. 
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CHAPTER SIX: A DANGEROUS PLACE 

 
“And, of course, you’ll need to be very careful. I wouldn’t travel alone down there.”  

Pre-fieldwork advice from a colleague 
 

“The permittee is advised that Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument experiences high 
levels of border-related activities associated with illegal immigration, drug smuggling, 
and law-enforcement interdiction…There are potentially dangerous persons entering the 
park from Mexico along all 30 miles of the park's border with Mexico. Potentially 
dangerous persons and criminal activity, including auto theft, can be encountered 
anywhere within the monument.” 

Permit information for potential researchers at Organ Pipe (National Park Service 
2005) 
 

I first visited Organ Pipe in 2001, my first year of graduate school, with a friend. We 

poked around the visitor center and spent a night at the campground. I now realize our 

visit coincided with dramatic changes at Organ Pipe, but, curiously, I remember nothing 

about safety or border issues. Only later, when I began preparing for my dissertation in 

earnest, did I encounter the narrative of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place. The two quotes 

above exemplify the messages I began to receive with regularity leading up to, and 

during, fieldwork.  

These messages cued for me questions about how Organ Pipe was constructed as 

a dangerous place, both discursively and through spatial practices. Not surprisingly, given 

the wider discourse in political and news venues, undocumented migrants, smugglers, 

and the border were framed as dangerous in conversations and in park literature and 

signs. But the park itself was also constructed as a space of danger. This construction was 

visibly evident in the built environment of the park, and re-affirmed through staff security 

practices. Finally, limited information sharing across park and local NGO staff and 
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volunteers created a discursive gap that helped cultivate a growing culture of fear, but 

also provided a space to resist the characterization of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place.  

Discourses and spatial practices created both a landscape and a culture of fear at Organ 

Pipe, even as staff and NGO staff and volunteers actively resisted the image of Organ 

Pipe as a war zone. 

 The U.S.-Mexico border is seen as a site of vulnerability, the place where the U.S. 

is a little too close to the poverty and crisis that is identified with Mexico (Chavez 2001). 

This assumption about the nature of the border is tightly tied to national debates in the 

U.S. on immigration and national security.  At the border, immigration is an 

“uncontrolled movement” with immigrants crossing in “streams,” “floods,” and 

“torrents” that swallow U.S. jobs and drain social services (Chavez 2001, Coutin and 

Chock 1995, Demo 2005).  The border becomes a site at which the problem of illegal 

immigration can be located, so that while the border region faces a host of concerns, 

immigration and (more recently) terrorism capture public attention and encompass much 

of what the border means to the nation (Nevins 2002).   

The notion that the U.S.-Mexico border is a site of danger is far from limited to 

Organ Pipe at the beginning of the 21st century. In the mid-1800s, raiding parties of 

native tribes were considered a border problem by both the U.S. and Mexico (Martínez 

2006). During the Mexican revolution, Americans feared that the war would tumble over 

the border into the U.S. (St. John 2005). Moral reformists in the 1920s targeted Mexican 

border areas as centers of vice and immorality that seeped moral pollution into the United 

States (St. John 2005). When the U.S. government began to ramp up its prohibition and 
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criminalization of marijuana in the 1930s, the Mexican border was again presented as the 

source of vice, this time in the form of drugs. While the specific forms of danger may 

change, there is a long history of representations of the U.S.-Mexico border as a 

dangerous place. 

Complementing the vision of the dangerous border described above is a particular 

national imagination of Mexican and undocumented immigrants. In news accounts and 

debates about immigration reform, undocumented immigrants from Mexico and Central 

American are often represented as dangerous, evil, unknown, and criminal (Coutin and 

Chock 1995, Chavez 2001). They are characterized as a threat to the nation’s social 

fabric, through their portage of foreign language, cultural traditions, and values, and a 

threat to the U.S. economy, through the drains they make on social welfare systems and 

the jobs they take from U.S. citizens. Like the trope of the border as dangerous, these 

stereotypes of Mexican migrants also have a long history. In the 1920s, public health 

campaigns targeted Mexican migrants as sources of contagious disease, subjecting them 

to degrading fumigation campaigns (Stern 1999). In anti-marijuana campaigns, Mexican 

migrants were targeted as the corrupting source of marijuana in the U.S. (Martínez 2006). 

More recently, but not wholly differently, undocumented migrants are presented as 

threats to national security, because they break the law and disregard the borderline. As 

national security threats, undocumented migrants become wrapped in the discourses of 

terror and terrorism. In the U.S. the border is seen as a materially, politically, and socially 

“real” line, which checks, and is also vulnerable to, the “dangers” of Mexico: poverty, 

“illegal” aliens, drugs, and cultural difference. 
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Dangerous people 

 
“As a result of illegal immigrants crossing our borders, other unlawful acts do occur 
within the monument. Some of the illegals are armed, dangerous, and determined to 
complete the trip at any cost. Most often these few are smugglers and drug 
runners…Other illegals may be opportunistic, not intending harm, but the struggle is long 
and the temptations are numerous. Though most criminals operate after dark and in 
remote areas of the park, they have been apprehended in areas frequented by visitors.” 

Your Safety, OPCNM visitor information online (National Park Service 2006)27 
 
 

Among staff at Organ Pipe, there were several ways that migrants were equated 

with danger in ways that paralleled the discourses described above. First, staff and 

visitors were advised, through park literature and by park staff not to approach people 

who appear to be migrants. Park literature suggested avoiding interactions, leaving water 

at a distance for anyone who appeared to need it, and calling either park rangers or 

Border Patrol to report migrants or smugglers. New staff and volunteers were similarly 

advised. The rationale for this recommendation was, first, that migrants may be at risk 

and require emergency medical attention from law enforcement; second, that visitors and 

employees should be careful about aiding illegal activities; and, third, visitors and 

employees should avoid placing themselves unnecessarily at risk. 

Part of the perceived risk relates to the conflation of migrants, smugglers, and 

drug runners, which is another way that migrants become dangerous people. Most 

obviously, park rangers and other staff used blanket terms, such as “bad guys,” to 

reference drug smugglers, criminals, and migrants. The conflation of migrants with 

                                                 
27 This text has been removed and replaced as of 2008, likely as part of the park’s 

effort to systematize and professionalize its messages about undocumented migration and 
smuggling. 
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smugglers was further buttressed by stories about the growing problem of intermingling 

trafficking: Drug traffickers paid or forced migrants to haul drugs. Mules walked 

alongside migrants, posing as migrants to avoid prosecution. The assumption behind the 

safety recommendations for staff and visitors discussed above was that employees and 

visitors would not be able to distinguish (harmless) migrants from (dangerous) 

smugglers; therefore all migrants should be viewed as dangerous. 

Individual perceptions varied, and most staff had more complicated ideas about 

who migrants were and whether or not individual migrants posed threats to staff while in 

the field. The narratives about migrant trash as a vehicle for migrant stories, described 

earlier in chapter three, demonstrate an alternate understanding of migrants. As another 

example, a staff person told me in an interview, “I used to encounter many more people 

in my earlier days here than I do now. They were always migrants and all they wanted 

was water [which he gave them]…I never felt like I was in any danger.” But official and 

semi-official park communication, whether signs for visitors or recommendations for 

new staff and volunteers, tended towards emphasizing migrants as potential threats to 

staff and visitors.  

A landscape of fear 

Notions of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place, because of its proximity to the U.S.-Mexico 

border, were inscribed on, and read off of, the landscape through a variety of spatial 

practices. These included signage within the park, the creation of maps that demarcated 

dangerous and safe places, and the high visibility of law enforcement. It also included 

 



177 
 

staff interpretations of remnants and evidence of smugglers at work in the park. All of 

these components added up to what Longstreth (2006) termed “a landscape of fear.” 

One way that danger was marked and made visible at Organ Pipe was through the 

use of informational signs.28 Some of these signs are directed at visitors while other signs 

are directed at migrants. They are formal signs, installed by state or quasi-state agents, 

whether U.S.or Mexican. They are meant first, to alert readers to potential dangers within 

the park and second, to provide readers with basic information to protect themselves and 

reduce their risk. But as permanent installments on the landscape, they functioned to 

make danger “ever-present” within the park. 

One sign is posted along a scenic dirt road within a half mile of the US-Mexico 

border. It reads, “CAUTION This road parallels the international border. Illegal activity 

is common. Visitors should not travel alone. Report suspicious persons or activity to a 

ranger or the visitor center- DO NOT APPROACH.” (See Figure 11). The sign’s white 

type on brown background is typical of other informational signs in the park. This sign 

was originally directed at park visitors, but now is read only by park staff, because the 

area around the sign was closed due to safety concerns. 

Signs with similar messages, in white type on a brown backing, are now found 

across federally protected lands in southern Arizona. One of the projects of the 

Borderlands Management Task Force, a working group of land managers and law 

enforcement agencies in southern Arizona (chapter five), was to develop messages for 

                                                 
28 I owe a debt to Sayre (2002) for his interesting analysis of signs in the Buenos 

Aires National Wildlife Refuge, which initially drew my attention to the role of signs on 
public lands. 
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these warning signs. Although individual agencies were not required to adopt the task 

force’s recommended language, these warning signs were more or less uniform across the 

Arizona public lands that I visited. They announce illegal activity that they specifically 

relate to the border, such as illegal immigration, and then instruct readers not to approach 

people who may be involved in these activities. 

  

Figure 12: Caution sign at OPCNM 

 

These signs interpret the park context for staff, volunteers, and visitors, in the 

same way that other interpretive signs do, though they would be considered informational 
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rather than interpretive.29 They draw the attention of readers to specific kinds of 

activities, instruct visitors on how to react, and set a tone for how readers should 

“interpret” the park. Further, the sign above also interprets “the international border” for 

visitors, by equating it with illegal activity. The necessity of special signs marks border 

public lands as dangerous and different from other national parks and monuments. 

 There are also signs in the park directed at migrants. In the northern section of 

the park, there is a sign attached to a rescue beacon with a blue light at the top, along a 

dirt road which runs perpendicular to an older, common trail route for migrants and 

smugglers in the park. In English, Spanish, and O’odham, it reads, “If you need help push 

the red button. Rescue personnel will arrive shortly to help you. Do not leave this area.” 

At the bottom of the sign is a silhouette of a figure hunched over with hanging arms and 

another figure pushing the button on the rescue beacon, which is flashing at the top. 

Border Patrol agents from the Yuma sector commissioned and purchased, with personal 

funds, the first of these rescue beacons, in response to the deaths of 14 migrants in 2001 

(Urrea 2004). Border Patrol reports that the beacons are used regularly and are effective 

in reducing migrant deaths. Though this sign is not specific about potential dangers, by 

suggesting the need for rescue, it indirectly implies danger. 

There are other bright yellow signs directed at migrants along the border, facing 

south, which read, “¡Cuidado! No exponga su vida a los elementos. ¡No vale la pena!” 

[Caution! Do not expose your life to the elements. It’s not worth it!]. (See Figure 12.)  

                                                 
29 The only interpretive signs that address contemporary or historic migration, 

smuggling, and border enforcement in the park are signs outside the visitors center that 
explain why it is named in honor of Kris Eggle.  
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The text is accompanied by simple black and white drawings of the sun, mountains, a 

rattlesnake, a person swimming or drowning, and saguaro cacti. In the lower left hand 

corner is a circle with a slash through it over the text, “Hay Agua Potable,” signifying 

that there is not drinking water.  

 

 Figure 13: ¡Cuidado! sign at OPCNM 

 

These signs are found intermittently along the Arizona-Sonora border in rural 

areas. Similar signs are posted in Mexico by the Mexican federal government. These 

signs are meant to discourage migrants from crossing the border in remote, rural 

locations. State officials hope that by alerting undocumented migrants to potential 

dangers in border wildlands, migrants will reconsider their choice of migration routes. 

Researchers who have surveyed migrants before their trips to the U.S. have found that 

many migrants are aware of the environmental and other risks associated with long walks 
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across the border desert; however, few migrants cancel their plans to travel north 

(Cornelius and Lewis 2007; Vandervoet 2008). 

From an environmental anthropology perspective, what is most interesting about 

this sign is the way that it transposes the dangers of undocumented migration onto nature. 

The sun and heat, swift bodies of water, and snakes can pose threats to migrants. Heat, 

especially, is the direct threat to migrants crossing through rural areas. In the case of the 

sign in Figure 9, along Organ Pipe’s southern border, the very characteristics of the 

landscape that the Park Service is meant to conserve and protect, wildlife, native plants, 

open vistas, mountains, and undeveloped water sources, are framed as sources of danger. 

These signs obfuscate the role that institutions and policies play in placing 

migrants at risk and instead lay blame on “wild” nature for taking human life.  Read in a 

larger social context, signs that warn migrants against crossing the border through images 

of dangerous nature are less straightforwardly humanitarian. When the U.S. federal 

government increased enforcement in urban areas, enforcement strategists assumed that 

nature - rugged terrain, little water, hot climates - would act as a “natural deterrent.” 

When this did not happen, and instead undocumented migrants began crossing Arizona, 

California, and New Mexico’s dry, remote areas, the role of nature in border enforcement 

changed. Nature was no longer an ally in enforcement, but instead took the blame for 

migrant deaths.30 As public concern about the rising number of deaths rose, Border Patrol 

established a Search and Rescue unit to save undocumented migrants from the dangers of 

                                                 
30 Further, as I explained in chapter four, as Border Patrol agents began working 

in larger numbers in remote, rural areas, the agency viewed nature as an impediment to 
enforcement, rather than an ally. 
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“nature.” While I do not expect a warning sign to outline the history of U.S.-Mexico 

border policy, these signs capture one way in which danger was inscribed onto the 

landscape. Through text and imagery, the yellow sign portrays and marks the boundary of 

border wildlands as dangerous. 31  

All of the signs described above, through their font, linguistic style, color, and 

physical material, can be recognized as “official” signs, despite that in all cases the 

agencies responsible for them are in no way referenced. But they are clearly distinct from 

other kinds of signs, for example graffiti, that are found in the park. Their authority is 

garnered from their similarity to speed limit or official way-finding signs that state facts, 

like a highway route number, or laws. Signs contain and reflect relationships of power, in 

this case between the state, staff and visitors, and undocumented migrants. The signs are 

now part of the built-environment of the park, but also interpret the space of the park in 

specific ways, namely as a threatening environment.  

For staff and visitors, the notion of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place is also 

inscribed on the landscape through processes of map-making and map-reading. During 

the time that I conducted fieldwork, the administration changed which areas of the park 

were open to visitors and staff, based primarily on law enforcement information and 

remoteness (for example, whether or not an area had radio reception). Different areas had 

different types of designation. The three basic designations for areas were: 1.) open to 

public and staff, day use only; 2.) daytime administrative use, no protection ranger 
                                                 
31 Further, the signs neglect to register another direct set of threats that are human: 

thieves, neglectful smugglers, speeding drivers, and, less frequently, warring criminal 
gangs and abusive law enforcement agents (Amnesty International 1998; Archibold 2007; 
Falcon 2001). 
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required; 3.) restricted access, protection ranger required. These designations were then 

colored coded and superimposed onto maps of the park so that staff and visitors could 

readily reference the status of locations in the park. As safety and closure status changed, 

the maps were occasionally updated and distributed to staff. 

What is interesting about this security practice and the accompanying mapping 

exercise is the way that it primarily links security and danger to particular spaces. There 

were other variables that the administration used to outline safety protocols and 

restrictions. The time of day that staff were working, the types of communication 

technology that they carried (cell phone, radio, satellite phone), whether or not staff 

worked alone or in pairs, and whether staff traveled by foot or car, all factored into safety 

regulations and restrictions. But these factors were, for the most part, situational and 

within the control of staff. In contrast, location closures were an obtuse and somewhat 

arbitrary instrument that roped off large swathes of the park as too dangerous. Through 

mapping, landscapes, rather than the social processes that occur on them, became 

dangerous. 

At their most literal level, maps simply conveyed rules about staff and visitor 

conduct in different locations. But, as Harley (Harley 2001)and Wood (1992) argue, 

maps are far from straight forward exercises in information-sharing and representation. 

They order and construct the places they are meant to represent, even as they erase the 

people, processes, and interests wrapped up in their making. Organ Pipe’s closure maps 

formalized and neutralized what were contested decisions based on subjective 

interpretations. Wood states that one of the ways in which maps are powerful, and come 
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to be seen as factual or true, is through the erasure of authorship, so that readers cannot 

readily detect the interests (political, economic, etc...) that are furthered through 

development of a map. Staff, of course, knew who made decisions about closures, but 

visitors would have to ask. And a map allowed some distance between administrators and 

their decisions; rather than consult the superintendent or chief ranger each time staff 

wanted to work in the backcountry, they could instead consult the map, which itself could 

not be debated. Maps became authoritative sources in themselves that made “true” the 

assertion that Organ Pipe, as a border park, was unsafe. 

Maps, like signs, made visible and legible what was, at other times, clandestine, 

invisible activity. Through boundary lines and color-codes, they marked the park as 

dangerous and signified that danger could occur in any of the designated areas. An Organ 

Pipe staff member once described to me a staff meeting in which a Park Service 

administrator stated that illegal activity was happening in all parts of the park, all the 

time. The closure maps made a similar statement and allowed the reader to see illegal 

activity in a way they might not if they were drawing on specific, personal, localized 

experiences in the backcountry.      

Another way that Organ Pipe and its vicinity were marked as dangerous was 

through the high level of law enforcement presence and visibility. Marked patrol cars, 

highway check points, and helicopters were regular features of the landscape in and near 

Organ Pipe. Kenneth Madsen (2005), working on the Tohono O’odham reservation to the 

east of Organ Pipe, counted the number of Border Patrol vehicles he encountered on the 

highway while traveling to and from his field site and estimated that one in ten vehicles 
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belonged to Border Patrol. I would guess that I saw roughly the same ratio of Border 

Patrol vehicles on drives between Ajo and Tucson, across the Tohono O’odham 

reservation. Depending on the day and time, there was more traffic through Organ Pipe 

than the Tohono O’odham reservation, and so the ratio of Border Patrol to other vehicles 

was less. But Border Patrol still maintained a major presence in the form of a semi-

permanent checkpoint outside the park.  

One afternoon during my field stay, the level of Border Patrol presence at the park 

was unusually high. Organ Pipe’s administration had agreed to allow the Ajo Station to 

use the auditorium at Organ Pipe’s visitor center for an orientation for new agents. The 

Ajo Station had outgrown its buildings and did not have a space large enough to 

comfortably accommodate an all day meeting of all new and detailed agents. That day, 

the visitor parking lot was filled with Border Patrol vehicles and, periodically, patrol 

agents on break. Coincidentally, a large group of local middle school students were also 

visiting the park that day. One of the coordinators of the school trip was upset to see so 

many Border Patrol agents at the park, because she was worried that the students (some 

of whom were Mexican citizens) would be intimidated. Another visitor that day teased an 

Organ Pipe staff member that the park should be re-named “Border Patrol National 

Monument.”  

The level of law enforcement visibility in the Organ Pipe area struck me as higher 

than in any other place that I have lived. I discovered that, rather than make me feel safer 

or more protected, law enforcement visibility triggered in me an increased level of 

alertness. Border Patrol’s visibility highlighted the possibility of criminal activity and 
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danger. Border Patrol’s presence could also be intimidating. An Ajo NGO volunteer 

explained his reaction to law enforcement visibility,  

The Border Patrol thing is kinda scary. Because we’ve been out on the Cabeza 
[Prieta National Wildlife Refuge] …on the borderlands…[and]…we’ve had, 
virtually every time, had helicopters flying over us. More than once, just back and 
forth, kinda wondering what we were doing out there. And I can understand all that. 
But it really makes you feel uncomfortable. 

For this volunteer, as well as other volunteers and some staff that I talked to, 

encountering Border Patrol in the backcountry was potentially nerve-racking, especially 

when one or both parties were poised to encounter smugglers. Another local volunteer 

described yelling ferociously at an agent who had surprised her in the backcountry 

between Organ Pipe and Cabeza Prieta while driving at night; she later realized she 

probably had startled him equally as much.  

Even when Border Patrol and other law enforcement agents were not visible, 

there were a variety of signs left to mark their presence. For example, Border Patrol’s 

portable watch towers remained in place in and around the monument, even when not in 

use. Along an administrative road in Organ Pipe, drivers were reminded that the road was 

used heavily by Border Patrol with a traffic sign that read, “High Intensity Enforcement 

Area” (see Figure 13). Border Patrol agents left their drags, old tires chained together, on 

the side of dirt roads in Organ Pipe. Of course, the most obvious physical law 

enforcement structures, the border wall and the Park Service’s vehicle barrier, were 

perhaps the most clear indications of the creation of a landscape of fear. 
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Figure 14: High intensity enforcement sign at OPCNM 

With the growing ubiquity of law enforcement in the area of Organ Pipe and 

Cabeza Prieta, I have wondered to what extent Border Patrol may become naturalized and 

incorporated into people’s vision of the Sonoran Desert. In particular, two public art 

displays, which captured law enforcement helicopters as part of the desert landscape, 

raised this question for me. One photograph, entered in a competition at the Sonoran 

Shindig, a local festival sponsored by the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, 

featured the silhouette of a helicopter against a glowing desert sunset. Figure 14 shows a 
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mural of the Sonoran Desert painted by Ajo school children for International Sonoran 

Desert Alliance and displayed outside the organization’s headquarters. Note the 

helicopter prominently centered above the mountains, butterfly, bird, and snakes in the 

mural. These representations were exceptions to the numerous idyllic portraits of the 

Sonoran Desert on display at public events in Ajo or in the visitor centers at Organ Pipe 

and Cabeza Prieta. But they were strikingly familiar.  

 
Figure 15: ISDA mural, photo by Colleen O'Brien 

 

Through signs, maps, and law enforcement activities, state actors made visible on 

the Organ Pipe landscape the perceived dangers presented by migrants and smugglers and 

nature. These markings stood in contrast to idyllic parkscapes and wilderness that are 
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void of human problems. They served as constant visual reminders about how the park, 

and its proximity to the border, should be interpreted. They also, indirectly, indexed the 

populations presumed to threaten the safety of the park, namely undocumented migrants 

and smugglers. 

Like the Border Patrol and the Park Service, drug smugglers and undocumented 

migrants were also reworking the park landscape to their own ends. (How and why is a 

different ethnographic and material culture project.) Their reshaping of the environment 

also sometimes served to create a landscape of fear. In chapter three, I described the ways 

that land agency and conservationist staff and volunteers interpreted objects left by 

migrants and smugglers in the park, as environmental impact, unsightly trash, and 

potential cultural resource. But staff reactions to objects and constructions that they 

identified as undoubtedly originating from smugglers could also illicit a sense of 

discomfort and fear.  

Among the most salient reworkings of the park landscape by drug smugglers was 

the creation of look-outs at high points or mountain passes in and around the park for 

scouts to monitor activity. Some lookout points were temporary, but in other cases scouts, 

generally young men, were paid by smugglers to man lookout points for days and nights 

at a time. Specific look-outs were well-known among staff and law enforcement rangers 

would occasionally sweep these areas. But scouts strategically carried no weapons, 

controlled substances, or other materials that would open the possibility of prosecution. 

As such, they were processed as undocumented migrants and offered “voluntary 

departure.” Thus, there was little legal incentive for law enforcement rangers to 
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consistently clear lookout points, because the legal ramifications for scouts were 

minimal, in the eyes law enforcement rangers. 

Staff identified scouting sites partly by location. Ideal sites were situated for 

multiple or key viewpoints, for example, a site in a pass in the Black Mountains, north of 

the park, afforded views of the towns of Ajo and Why and the adjoining highways, while 

sites directly behind staff quarters allowed scouts to monitor staff presence or absence 

and activities. Scouts were equipped with cell or satellite phones and radios, plus 

provisions for sustenance and entertainment. More heavily used and developed sites 

included screens built from vegetation and small, make-shift shelters. Like migrant lay-

up sites, scouting lookout points were built environments and obvious changes to the 

parkscape. 

Less obvious was the way that scout sites changed how staff read landscape 

features as potential scouting sites. Here, Organ Pipe staff member Melanie describes one 

occasion in which she discovered a scouting site and her change in perspective, 

Now…you just never know who’s…on top of a hill.…I had my biggest awakening a 
couple years [while doing fieldwork].…Back then, we could do all the stuff by 
ourselves….I went hiking on top of the ridge….It’s a really beautiful, pristine 
plateau.…I was thinking, This has gotta be the most remote, isolated place. You’re 
never gonna see anybody. And then I saw excrement and toilet paper. And then I 
heard a two-way radio....And it was scouts. So I…wonder what to do. It’s like, here I 
am in the middle of nowhere, a mile and half from my truck down a steep slope. Do I 
run? Or do I play dumb biologist, which is what I tend to do?...They were a couple 
really feral guys who were obviously up there for the long haul, scouting, down over 
the valley. And they had gallon cans of menudo and water jugs and they hadn’t had a 
bath in a week. They probably were shocked to see me up there….So I just said, 
Hey, how’s it goin’? Nice view, isn’t it?...I’m just a biologist doing some work here. 
See ya.…And just started walking away. One of them started following me a little 
ways. Made me really nervous, probably the most nervous I’ve been….And that was 
my awakening that every hilltop around here has smugglers, is starting to have 
smugglers.  
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Melanie offers an especially illustrative description of scouts at work surveilling the area. 

Equipped with provisions and communication technologies, scouts camped out long days 

and nights in remote areas. But she also describes her change in perspective as smuggling 

increased in the park. While she once expected to find remote, pristine, and beautiful sites 

in the park’s high country, she now anticipates the possibility that a ridge or hilltop might 

host drug scouts. 

Occasionally and offhandedly, in interviews or while doing fieldwork, staff would 

remind me of the possibility that we were being watched or that they were aware that 

scouts kept constant surveillance on the hill overlooking the park’s administrative offices 

and residences. Scout sites, and the high points on which they were typically located, 

became part of the landscape of fear. Though with quite different sets of intentions, the 

Park Service, law enforcement agencies, and smugglers all constructed Organ Pipe as a 

dangerous place.32  

Though the specifics of the built environment described above were unique to Organ 

Pipe, they mirror what Longstreth (2006) and Low (2006) found in public spaces in 

Washington, DC and New York after September 11th. Both authors describe how 

significant public spaces, like the Washington Mall and Monument in the nation’s capital, 

have been reshaped, ostensibly to defend against terrorist attacks. This reshaping 

included physical changes to the sites, in the form of barriers, as well as changes to the 

ways that people can move through these spaces. Low notes the securitization and, in 

particular, the eventual disappearance of key public spaces in New York City. Though 
                                                 
32 In no way do I suggest that smugglers and the state were cooperatively involved 

in constructing a landscape of fear.  
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some of these changes may seem benign, Longstreth suggests they will “prove 

consequential in framing how future generations of Americans [and other nations] view 

our democracy” (2006:17). This is already evident in Mexican government and individual 

responses to the border walls, discussed in more detail in chapter seven. And it is evident 

in opposition from staff and local conservationists to park closures, as I discuss later in 

this chapter. 

The disciplines of security protocols 

In 2006-2007, resource management staff were required to follow a prescribed set 

of safety procedures in order to do work in the backcountry. Following security protocols 

was a somewhat elaborate and sometimes perplexing process that created a platform for 

debating the idea of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place, even as it reasserted the staff’s 

vulnerability to perceived threats.  

I watched staff carry out, as well as participated in, the well-developed routine of 

following security protocols for backcountry fieldwork. These protocols were instituted 

by the superintendent, in consultation with the chief of law enforcement. Unlike the maps 

discussed earlier, I never saw these guidelines listed in one place. But if staff had 

compiled a mental check list, it would have looked like the one below. For the purposes 

of safety guidelines, “backcountry” was defined as more than 50 feet from any road and 

more than fifteen minutes spent outside a vehicle. Items in parentheses were only 

intermittently required during 2006-2007. 

1. Check the safety status of your field site, either with your supervisor or 

using updated maps. 
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2. If armed ranger escort is required, arrange for escort, dependent on ranger 

schedule and availability. 

3. If no ranger escort is required, arrange for another staff person or 

volunteer to accompany you. All backcountry work requires a partner. 

4. Check out a radio. 

5. If required, dependent on location, check out a satellite phone.  

6. (Arrange to have a radio point person to receive your calls.) 

7. Change out of your NPS-issued uniform and into unmarked clothing.  

8. Sign your party out on the resource management white board, including 

your estimated return time.  

9. Drive down to the ranger office and sign out again on a different white 

board. 

10. If you drive to a location and leave the vehicle, use the cut-off switch 

installed in the vehicle to prevent it from being hotwired and stolen. 

11. (Make radio calls to your point person every hour and on your return.) 

12. Stop at the ranger office to sign in on the white board. 

13. Finally, return to the resource management office and sign in on its white 

board.  

While all staff were required to follow security protocols, individual staff reacted 

quite differently to the requirements. Some staff appreciated the protocols and accepted 

them as legitimate reactions to changing work conditions. They cited personal fieldwork 

experiences which had made them more wary and their overall confidence in the 
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administration’s decision-making as support for the protocols. Some of the steps above 

were easily justified by staff stories or explanations. For example, maintenance staff 

installed cut-off switches after a series of auto thefts in the park and outside researchers 

had had their truck stolen while they conducted fieldwork along the border.  

But other staff questioned the purpose and need for the elaborate security 

protocols. First, the number of law enforcement rangers and Border Patrol agents had 

increased in the park and the Park Service had completed the border vehicle barrier. 

These were all steps that were meant to make the park safer, yet staff witnessed increased 

security restrictions in the winter and spring of 2007. Second, no other land agency with 

locations along the border had as elaborate or stringent safety requirements for its staff 

and volunteers during 2006-2007.33 Third, some staff felt that the security protocols 

provided a false sense of safety to staff, but that the protocols were in fact meant to 

protect the administration and the Park Service from liability, rather than to ensure staff 

safety.  

Very occasionally a few staff disregarded the safety requirements intentionally. 

More commonly, staff would stretch the rules dependent on field circumstances. For 

example, part way through walking a transect for the border impacts program, Andrew 

and I realized that we had stepped out of radio range. Rather than turn back, Andrew 

decided that our radio point person would likely give us a few hours before beginning to 

worry. But behind each bending of the guideline lay the threat that the staff person would 

                                                 
33 Some neighboring land agencies began to adopt some similar requirements 

during this time period. 
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have to answer to his or her supervisor and that staff access to the field could be further 

curtailed. 

Regardless of individual evaluations, security protocols served as a form of 

communication about the dangerous state of the park. Following Foucault (1995), the 

security protocols can be understood as disciplines, technologies of power. Each time 

staff worked in the field, they were reminded of the potential risks which they might face. 

Security protocols required staff to act as bodies under threat. Each individual step was 

relatively small and uncontroversial, a series of “minute technical inventions” or 

“panopticisms of everyday.” But they captured a complex and controversial set of 

political operations that linked together migrants, smugglers, the border, and wilderness 

as a danger from which staff needed protection. Through repetition and outward sign, 

staff played out an affirmation that the park’s back country was dangerous, even when 

they personally disagreed with that assessment.  

Assessing risks and missing information 

One night at a bar, George, a newer employee, and I chatted about work at Organ 

Pipe and life in Ajo. George looked intently over his beer and asked if I thought it was 

true that things had become more dangerous and violent at Organ Pipe. I hesitated briefly. 

The truth was that I wasn’t sure. I made some comments about drug and human 

smugglers combining forces, photographs that Border Patrol agents had shown me of 

seized high-power weapons, and the three migrants killed near Tucson in the cross fire 
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between competing smuggling rings.34 In part, I was repeating a narrative about the 

escalation of violence in the region that the people I talked with had woven together from 

personal experiences, stories, and news headlines. George listened and nodded and then 

answered his own question more directly. The level of danger, he argued, has been 

exaggerated by law enforcement, both Border Patrol and the park’s own rangers.  

It was not unusual for people to ask me to evaluate assertions related to the 

border, immigration, Mexican drug cartels, and levels of danger at Organ Pipe. Organ 

Pipe staff debated this internally, and each individual held his or her own personal 

assessment. Conservationists and researchers, mostly based in Tucson, liked to broach 

this topic with me, offering their own experiences working in Organ Pipe or other border 

public wildlands. My colleagues in Tucson, which is part of the border region, were also 

interested. I initially felt an obligation to provide some kind of accurate assessment in 

these conversations, but I never had a confident answer. My feeling of obligation quickly 

gave way to frustration, because “danger” and “safety” are slippery concepts. As I tried to 

develop an “accurate” assessment about the level of danger, I became more acutely 

attuned to the social processes involved in understanding and assessing risk.  

I would like to share one security incident that, while something of an anomaly, 

illustrates the complexities of varied personal experiences, discontinuities in 

communication, and different interpretations of danger and personal safety at Organ Pipe. 

Brenda, a seasonal volunteer, told me the beginning of this story. On a late winter day, 

                                                 
34 In February 2007, a group of gunmen opened fire on, and kidnapped, a group of 

Guatemalan migrants in a pick-up truck in Ironwood National Monument, roughly a 
hundred miles northeast of Organ Pipe. Three migrants were killed (Archibold 2007). 
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Brenda was assigned to hike one of a handful of open visitor trails in the monument. 

Typical of winters at Organ Pipe, the morning was bright and cool, with the promise of 

all day sun to warm the desert. Brenda was dressed for the weather in her short-sleeved 

uniform and hiking boots. A mile or two in, she looked up to see a man in dark clothes, 

standing in the middle of the trail, in what she described as an intimidating stance. Dark 

or black clothes are widely recognized among staff as smugglers’ attire. Her nervousness 

increased when she thought about how he might interpret her uniform. As a general rule, 

non-law enforcement staff did not wear their uniforms in the backcountry. The fear was 

that they would be mistaken for law enforcement and targeted for violence. Alone, in 

uniform, convinced that the man was not a tourist, Brenda quit her assignment, turned 

back down the trail, and reported to the law enforcement rangers. The next day, the 

monument closed one of the few remaining trail networks open to visitors. It also 

cancelled a special trip to an area south of the trail that was planned by a local outing 

group. 

The following week, I attended a public presentation in Ajo, sponsored by a local 

outing and conservation club, and given by an Organ Pipe staff member, Bette. Bette 

began with an announcement about the recent trail closure. “There’s been a lot of 

rumors,” she said, but the closure is about “public safety and your individual safety.” She 

explained that because both migrants and drug smugglers pass through the park, you 

can’t tell right away if they are “good guys” or “bad guys.” “We investigate thoroughly 

before closing an area” and the monument staff had seen things in the closed area that 

meant that it was not safe to be there. “I don’t recommend that you hold your breath” 
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while waiting for the area to reopen. The closure is “unfortunate, but for your own safety 

we have to,” she concluded. At the end of the lecture, an outing club member stood up to 

say that they planned a hike in an open section of the monument and asked if that 

location was a good place to go. Though the question was straightforward, his tone was 

confrontational. Outing club members were upset that their early trip had been cancelled 

and that the Park Service was further restricting hiking opportunities. Bette ignored the 

tenor of his question and blithely affirmed the location as a nice place to hike. 

The following week, I attended the hike with the outing club and chatted with one 

of its members, Geoffrey. Geoffrey spoke about his disappointment that the hike planned 

for the previous week had been cancelled. He thought the cancellation unnecessary and 

argued that the park administration was being overly cautious. People who are coming 

here to work (referring to undocumented migrants), he explained, are not dangerous. And 

drug smugglers, while maybe more dangerous, wouldn’t want to be seen. About the 

recent trail closure, Geoffrey said that he had heard that either Border Patrol or park 

rangers had seized a large load of drugs from smugglers. Following that, a woman 

working at the park had encountered a smuggler on the trail, with his hands on his hips, 

who made it impossible for her to pass. According to Geoffrey, at the public presentation 

the week before, Bette didn’t offer a substantive explanation for the closed trails and 

cancelled outing club trip. Instead, she just talked about how it was the season for 

migrants to be coming to work, like a season for migrating butterflies or birds. He joked 

that the park closes for a special migration the way that other protected areas close at 

special times for wildlife migrations, mating or nesting seasons. 

 



199 
 

About a month later, I interviewed an Organ Pipe administrator, who had this to 

say about the park’s decision to close the trail,  

We recently had an incident where we had to close a very popular trail in the park, to 
everybody. And which pretty much left the public with almost no place to hike…So 
we put our operations in in those areas and worked that for a week or so and didn’t 
really see any activity, made some apprehensions, and based on that we said, Okay, 
let’s open it back up. 

The administration’s response in this instance followed the typical decision-making 

process for closures. The decisions were based on “intelligence” gathered by park 

rangers, either through personal observation, visitor or staff reports, or law enforcement 

networks. Rangers would share intelligence with the chief and assistant chief ranger, who 

would make recommendations to the park superintendent. The decisions about closures 

were limited to negotiations between the chief ranger and the park superintendent.35 Staff 

and visitors would be informed of new closures, but without information to contextualize 

the decision, such as what had prompted the closure. 

 A week after Brenda’s “incident,” she decided to leave Organ Pipe. She had a 

variety of personal and professional motivations for leaving, but the culminating factor 

was her experience crossing paths with a suspected “bad guy.” Earlier, Brenda had told 

me other stories that indexed illicit activities at Organ Pipe, but with a more humorous 

bent. When her family came to visit, they pulled into the driveway just as rangers were 

apprehending a group of drug smugglers in the wash across the road. She laughed as she 

described her family’s eyes widen watching rangers toss backpacks of drugs out of the 

wash and onto the road in front of them. But together, these stories, funny and disarming, 

                                                 
35 The exception to this was a park-wide closure initiated by the regional office. 
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proved more than Brenda wished to tolerate. Though her supervisor tried to convince her 

to remain longer, Brenda had already completed the volunteer time she committed to the 

park and didn’t feel obligated to stay. 

 Brenda’s choice to leave was unusual; I didn’t meet any other park employee or 

volunteer who left the park in reaction to safety concerns. But her story exemplifies the 

various ways that danger was interpreted and communicated across staff and local 

conservation volunteers and visitors. For Brenda, her run-in with a dark-clothed stranger 

affirmed her sense that the monument was a threatened place. Law enforcement and the 

park superintendent similarly interpreted the incident as an indication of potential danger, 

though they ultimately re-evaluated their assessment with additional information. When 

Bette presented the closure to the public, she was vague about the details, instead 

couching the incident in a longer narrative about “bad guys” and the park’s responsibility 

for public safety. Though I listened to accounts of this particular incident and its 

repercussions, I never felt like I knew the whole story, partly because each version I 

heard was partial. There was a sense among staff (perhaps excepting law enforcement 

and the superintendent) and local visitors that they also would never learn the whole story 

about this or other security incidents and closures.  

One of the frustrations expressed was that the park administration and law 

enforcement and Border Patrol were often tight-lipped about the details of security 

incidents and concerns. Straight-forward, simple questions, like- What happened? Why is 

this area unsafe? or even, How many law enforcement staff work for your agency?- could 

easily elicit the answer, That is law enforcement sensitive information. 
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Though law enforcement agents ostensibly withhold law enforcement sensitive 

information to protect the public, the consequence was a group of frustrated staff and 

local visitors who felt like they did not have the information required to make good 

decisions about their own safety. Instead, they relied on an informal network to fill in 

information gaps. Non-law enforcement park staff and local visitors debated security 

levels and risk, calling into question decisions made by park administrators about staff 

and visitor safety. But they often worked from little concrete information, instead relying 

on rumors, word of mouth, and their own logic to piece out the “truth” about safety in the 

park.  

Thus, while official versions were shrouded in the secrecy ensured by the label 

“law enforcement sensitive,” unofficial versions circulated among individual staff 

members and resident conservationist and outing club members. The shroud of secrecy 

created fertile ground for rumors, half-truths, and, occasionally, conspiracy-type theories. 

For example, a few individuals I worked with suggested that there was never any real 

basis for park closures, but that DHS wanted the park to be clear of visitors and staff so 

that Border Patrol agents would feel free to rip up the wilderness in pursuit of migrants 

and smugglers. Another suggestion was that park administrators had abdicated their 

responsibility to make informed, measured decisions about safety by making blanket 

closures that would shield them from personal lawsuit. 

The end result of the rumors, partial truths, and knowledge gaps was an 

uncertainty about personal safety that fueled uneasiness and concern. Several 

anthropologists have written about the role of rumors in responding to and producing 
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violence. Kirsch (2002) argues that people in West Papua used rumors to bring to light 

political violence in the region, but that rumors could ultimately serve to heighten 

people’s sense of terror. In contrast, Perice (1997) argues that in Haiti after the 1991 coup 

d’état and limits to public political debate, rumors served as an alternative public sphere 

in which people could publically voice their opposition to the military coup. In this case, 

I argue that rumors, half-truths, and conspiracy-type theories both reflected people’s 

concerns and helped to generate a climate of fear. As Green writes, “Fear thrives on 

ambiguities” (Green 1999:56). With limited or conflicting information about whether and 

why specific incidents in the park posed a threat, staff and local conservation volunteers 

could neither be fully confident in their own, or the park law enforcement’s, assessments.   

By discussing the processes of risk assessment, the creation of information 

vacuums, and the circulation of rumors, it is not my intent to suggest that concerns about 

safety were unwarranted. In 2002, Organ Pipe staff witnessed just how dangerous law 

enforcement work at the park could be when law enforcement ranger, Kris Eggle, was 

killed while pursuing suspected drug cartel assassins who had driven into the 

southeastern end of the park. The United States Park Ranger Lodge of the Fraternal Order 

of Police listed Organ Pipe as the most dangerous park for law enforcement officers in 

2001, 2002, and 2003. The list draws attention to parks that face high levels of illegal 

activity and that are understaffed. The list is also used as an opportunity to point out 

deficits in training and equipment for law enforcement rangers.  

Eggle’s death marked a turning point at the park in several ways. Though the 

monument’s administration had argued for years for funds for more law enforcement and 
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for a vehicle barrier along the southern boundary of the park, only after Eggle’s death did 

the National Park Service prioritize construction of a vehicle barrier. Most of the law 

enforcement staff turned over after Eggle’s death, partially replaced by rangers who had 

worked with Eggle in other parks. The law enforcement division was re-organized and 

the administration, and most staff, argued that the rangers were highly professional, 

skilled and well-trained. Kris Eggle’s death was a constant reminder that law 

enforcement work at the park could be life-threatening. 

Effects of the culture and landscape of fear 

The development of a culture and landscape of fear had multiple effects on staff and 

visitors and their relationship to the monument. First, as noted earlier, park access was 

severely limited for park staff, researchers, and visitors. Resource management and 

maintenance responsibilities were neglected by staff and volunteer conservationists. 

Outside researchers could not complete research and managers wondered how many 

researchers were dissuaded from doing work in the park by impressions that the park was 

unsafe, before they even had formal contact with park administration. Key cultural sites 

for the Hia Ced O’odham, like Quitobaquito, were included in the closures, which meant 

that their access required ranger escorts and planning months in advance.  

The park administration was also faced with an internal tension. On the one hand, 

the administration’s security actions helped create the image of the park as dangerous. On 

the other hand, the Park Service wanted to downplay ideas of the park as a war zone. As 

one park administrators said, “You can still, today, go and find some very pristine 

wilderness areas within the park...What I’ve really tried…is to change that 
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message…Yeah, we’re getting impacts, we’re getting lots of impacts. And there’s safety 

issues and there’s resource issues. But we still have a park worth saving here.” Or, as the 

park’s website instructs visitors on safety, “Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument is 

unfamiliar country to most visitors, yet it need not be dangerous,” (National Park Service 

2009). Park administrators wanted to keep a visiting public, volunteer base, and active set 

of researchers that would remain engaged with and support the park long-term. 

Particularly with park visitation rates dropping nation-wide, administrators did not want 

to see indications that the park was loosing its perceived value. 

Park staff’s relationship to the park, and the backcountry in particular, were also 

changing. Their personal and professional experiences of Organ Pipe’s wilderness were 

not the same as in earlier decades. One staff member who had a longer tenure in the park 

explained,  

Even your mindset when you go out in the park to do work is different than it used to 
be ten or twelve years ago. Where when I first came here, going out into the field to 
do work was kind of tip-toeing through the tulips. You do what you want and never 
be thinking about anything except your work and daydreaming and having a great 
time. And now it’s a very real thing that when you’re out in the backcountry if 
you’re smart, anyway, you should be paying attention to your surrounding and kind 
of feeling a little bit like the zebra out on the African plain, looking over your 
shoulder for what could be out there. 

 
He describes an internalized, embodied alertness and caution working in the backcountry 

which he developed in reaction to the park as a dangerous place. Melanie’s description of 

encountering scouts in the park’s high country is similar (see page 190). Staff’s 

perception of wilderness began to more closely parallel that of Border Patrol agents, in 

that it was a chaotic, out-of-control space that threatened human safety. 
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Staff and volunteers were aware that they were being inundated with messages 

about the park as a dangerous place, even as they began to adopt that vision. As one staff 

member described, “The paranoia factor, that’s kind of what gets to you after awhile. 

You see someone pulled off the road, driving to work, and you just assume that they’re 

up to something sketchy, like, Oh, look at those drug dealers over there, those immigrant 

smugglers. It’s silly, in my mind, but… you do it and it’s instilled in you to do it.” 

Similarly, a local conservation volunteer explained, “When you live in an area that’s got 

fearful people, it’s kind of catching.”  Staff and volunteers began to doubt their own 

logic, intuitions, and personal experiences that ran counter to the idea that Organ Pipe 

was dangerous. Another staff person explained, “You know what’s funny? Is that this 

stuff is creeping into my head. I feel less safe than I used to, but it’s only because I’m just 

getting hit over the head with this crap all the time. And I notice that and it irritates the 

hell out of me. Because I have no reason to feel unsafe.” 

Ultimately, the emergence of a culture and landscape of fear justified the very 

enforcement strategies and policies which brought dramatic changes to park in first place. 

As Behdad (1998) argues, the apparent failure of border enforcement, in this case seen 

through the transformation of Organ Pipe into a dangerous border park, is actually 

productive, in that it invites the state to “take control” of the border. The framing of 

Organ Pipe as dangerous encouraged more border enforcement, more infrastructure, more 

agents driving off-road in the monument, in contradiction with the Park Service’s interest 

and visions for the park. Further, the image of Organ Pipe as a potentially violent space 

may, through the justification of more enforcement, lead to increased risks for 
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undocumented migrants.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: ORGAN PIPE, EL PINACATE, AND BINATIONAL 
CONSERVATION 

 

The U.S.-Mexico border cuts roughly in half the natural area that ecologists classify as 

the Sonoran Desert, at the heart of which sits Organ Pipe and its Mexican sister park, El 

Pinacate y Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve (El Pinacate). Despite the 

ecologically arbitrary division of the U.S.-Mexico border, there exists a remarkable 

opportunity for transboundary conservation in the western Sonoran Desert. Both the U.S. 

and Mexico are committed to conserving this area, as demonstrated through the creation 

of natural reserves on both sides of the border. Organ Pipe and El Pinacate, together with 

Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge, make up over three million acres of contiguous 

protected lands that host a vast array of unusual desert and subtropical species, plus 

important cultural and historic sites. Government agencies and conservation groups have 

nurtured modest binational conservation efforts since the 1980s.  

The two reserves confront dramatic changes in migration, smuggling, and U.S. 

border policy, resulting in environmental and social impacts. Security protocols, threats 

to resources, budget priorities, and changing demands on staff time place pressures on 

U.S. staff’s capacity to work cooperatively and share resources with their counterparts in 

Mexico. Rising concerns about border security in the U.S. overshadow potential progress 

in transboundary cooperation, creating additional challenges for cross-border 

conservation. However, migration and smuggling are only two of many transnational 

economic and social processes that may threaten El Pinacate and Organ Pipe. Tourism 
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and development, driven by U.S. capital and desire, promise large-scale environmental 

change, yet have elicited little public reaction in comparison to the environmental 

impacts of migration and smuggling. 

El Pinacate y Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve 

Catty-corner across the U.S.-Mexico border from Organ Pipe sits El Pinacate y 

Gran Desierto de Altar Biosphere Reserve, which spans from the coasts of the Sea of 

Cortez across sand dune fields, lava flows, and creosote and bursage flats pocked with 

wide volcanic craters. At 1,765,706 acres, it is one of the largest protected areas in 

Mexico. Contained within the Lower Colorado Valley subdivision of the Sonoran Desert, 

El Pinacate’s climate is extremely hot and dry, with an average rainfall of about two 

inches per year. The reserve is dotted with perennial and intermittent tinajas (water holes) 

that provide water for a variety of fauna. Despite extreme temperatures, little rainfall, and 

sparse vegetation, the reserve hosts more than 250 species of animals, including Sonoran 

pronghorn (Antilocapra americana sonoriensis), desert bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis 

mexicana and nelson), lesser long-nosed bat (Leptonycteris curasoae yerbabuenae), and 

golden eagle (Aguila chrysaetos). The reserve is also home to an array of distinct flora, 

like the organ pipe cactus (Stenocereus thurberi) and the pungent, sub-tropical elephant 

tree (Bursera microphylla). Among the most dramatic features of the reserve is El 

Elegante Crater, the largest on the reserve, at 3,900 feet in diameter. 

El Pinacate has twelve staff, including two dedicated to natural resource 

management and monitoring and two assigned to work on social development programs 

with local communities. Salaries for several staff are paid for with outside funding from 

 

http://www.desertmuseumdigitallibrary.org/public/detail.php?id=ASDM12482&sp=Bursera%20microphylla
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the towns of Sonoyta and Puerto Peñasco; the Global Environment Facility, a branch of 

the World Bank, which provides grants to developing countries for environmental 

protection projects; and the U.S. National Park Foundation. The reserve is in the process 

of constructing a 2.5 million dollar visitor center, paid for with funding from Comisión 

Nacional de Áreas Protegidas (CONANP) and the secretaries of tourism at the state and 

federal levels. About 8,500 people visited El Pinacate in 2006 and visitation rates have 

increased in recent years. 

 Modeled after the biosphere reserve paradigm developed through the UNESCO 

Man and the Biosphere program in the 1970s, El Pinacate is organized in concentric 

zones of protection. Core areas are subject to strict preservation regulation; buffer areas 

surround core areas and are open to recreation and “traditional land use” (primarily cattle 

ranching); transition zones, which skirt buffer areas, are multi-use areas. El Pinacate has 

two nuclear zones, Sierra El Pinacate and Sierra del Rosario, which together comprise 

about 40 percent of the reserve, or roughly 700,000 acres. The UNESCO biosphere 

model matches CONANP’s dual mission of conservation and sustainable development. 

Less than half of the land within El Pinacate is owned by the federal government. 

The remaining land is owned privately or communally in the form of ejidos. Most of the 

ejidos in El Pinacate were established relatively recently, in the 1970s, settled by 

residents from the interior of Mexico. Some ejidos were farmed, but a steep jump in 

electricity prices, lack of water, and soil salinization posed insurmountable challenges 

(Murrieta Saldivar 2000). Many ejido residents migrated to Puerto Peñasco, Sonoyta, and 

other urban centers and only a few ejidos on the reserve are still occupied. There are 
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currently only a few hundred residents on the reserve. The reserve’s social development 

programs are focused mainly on ejiditarios (ejido members) and ranching families who 

have lived for generations in the area. The reserve has worked to shift the economic base 

of reserve residents from ranching and small-scale mining of sand and cinder rock to 

activities that better complement the protective status of the reserve. Currently staff are 

working with local communities to develop eco-tourism services and have also proposed 

a greenhouse and nursery to cultivate and market native plants at a local level.  

Despite its extreme climate, El Pinacate shows evidence of human occupation 

stretching back thousands of years. The area had been occupied by Hia Ced O’odham and 

was a crossing ground for O’odham and other people traveling to the coast for ceremonial 

purposes and to gather salt. El Pinacate has also captured the sustained attention of 

natural scientists since the early twentieth century, beginning with expeditions by 

zoologist William Hornaday, and ethnographer Carl Lumholtz in 1907 and 1909-1910, 

respectively.36  

Prompted by the governor of Sonora, Samuel Ocaña, and with funding from the 

Nature Conservancy, the Centro Ecológico de Sonora conducted a study of the reserve 

area with the idea of proposing a protected area in the early 1980s. The decade was 

marked by a series of binational workshops, meetings, and other efforts to draw attention 

to the need to protect the Pinacate area and link together conservation areas on both sides 

of the border through an international biosphere reserve. Local support was further 
                                                 
36 Hornaday (1983) and Lumholtz (1990) both documented their expeditions in 

books. For more information on a host of U.S. scientists active in the Pinacate since 
Hornaday and Lumholtz, see The Journal of the Southwest’s centennial commemoration 
of El Pinacate, volume 49, numbers 2-3. 
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bolstered once Hia Ced O’odhams’ concerns- that a biosphere reserve would further 

distance them from their traditional homelands- were addressed.  

The reserve was established in 1993 with support from a variety of Mexican and 

U.S. organizations and scientists. In its designation, the biosphere reserve greatly 

expanded the area previously protected in 1979 as part of Mexico’s flora and fauna 

refuge system. While the Mexican state’s conservation history stretches back more 100 

years, Mexico’s deserts and arid lands had historically been neglected in the designation 

of protected areas (Búrquez and Martínez-Yrízar 2007). The director of CONANP at that 

time, Exequiel Ezcurra, had conducted his graduate research in the Pinacate, helping 

bring about national level support for the reserve.  

“Border impacts” at El Pinacate 

In general, El Pinacate faces many more obstacles in its conservation efforts than 

Organ Pipe does, with fewer staff and financial resources. But in an unusual reversal of 

positions, Organ Pipe has been impacted by migration, smuggling, and enforcement far 

more than El Pinacate. El Pinacate has not been immune, but the area and severity of 

environmental impacts are much less. The Pinacate area has likely seen small amounts of 

drug smuggling since at least the 1970s (May 2007). But only more recently, as migrants 

have been pushed into remote, rural regions, has the reserve’s northern border also served 

as a staging ground for undocumented migration.  

Like at Organ Pipe, migrants and smugglers, on foot and in vehicles, have created 

new roads and trails, and left trash within El Pinacate. Most of the new routes and trash 

are confined to a narrow stretch of the reserve between Mexico’s Highway 2 (a two-lane 
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road that crosses the northern portion of the reserve, see Figure 2 page 46) and the U.S.-

Mexico border. The portion of the reserve between the highway and border is very small 

and outside the nuclear and buffer zones. Drug smugglers have also used dirt roads on the 

reserve as landing strips for aerial drug shipments; Pinacate staff have found about ten air 

strips. Damage from the landing strips is made worse by the subsequent destruction of the 

air strips by the Mexican National Army. As one Pinacate staff person explained, 

Sometimes we have come into conflict with the military. This is my personal 
opinion. We’ve come into conflict, or discussion, not conflict, discussion. 
Because we ask that when they destroy the airstrips that they don’t destroy the 
vegetation around the airstrips. Sometimes they knock down saguaros or creosote 
bushes. And we tell them, ‘You don’t have to knock this down.’ Then they ask us, 
‘Oh, so you agree with the drug smugglers?’ ‘No! Of course not.’ But our job is to 
protect the environment. 
 

After several years of discussion, Pinacate staff negotiated with the army, which 

informally agreed to try more environmentally-friendly techniques for taking out air 

strips.  

Like at Organ Pipe, the presence of drug traffickers has somewhat heightened 

concerns about safety on the reserve. Between interviews one day at El Pinacate, I joined 

a handful of staff for a lunch break in the reserve’s kitchen. The kitchen door was left 

open, to catch the warming February afternoon air and so that Eabaristo, who was 

charged with staffing the visitor center, could watch for cars arriving at the reserve gate. 

He darted in and out during lunch to attend to tourists between bites of lunch. The other 

staff were sharing with me their recommendations for good seafood restaurants in Puerto 

Peñasco when Eabaristo popped back in the door to say he was convinced the last visitor, 

in a large 4x4 truck, was a drug trafficker. Eabaristo regaled us with a detailed 
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description of the young man’s ostentatious jewelry: bracelets on both wrists, a big 

watch, a saint’s image and a gold peso commemorating the republic’s hundredth 

anniversary hanging low around his neck on a gold chain. Manuel, who has worked close 

to ten years at the reserve, listened with a heavy face and grilled Eabaristo briefly: Where 

did the young man say he was going? Which rancher did he say he was related to? 

Eabaristo couldn’t remember, but continued to relay his story. Mimicking the suspected 

drug trafficker agreeably paying the four dollar entrance fee, Eabaristo reached into his 

shirt pocket to pull out an imaginary thick roll of cash that unraveled out of his hands. 

Luz, a newer staff member rolled her eyes, laughing, and joked that Eabaristo should 

have asked for a tip in addition to the entrance fee. Manuel quickly interrupted her, “No. 

That’s dangerous,” and then they all dropped the topic. 

After months of hearing references to dangerous drug traffickers at Organ Pipe, 

Eabaristo’s encounter struck me as remarkably innocent and humorous. I tried to imagine 

a similar situation at Organ Pipe: park rangers patrolling the back country to collect fees 

politely handed over by drug runners as they hauled their heavy packs of marijuana 

through the creosote scrub. Most of my time at El Pinacate had a more upbeat tone than 

at Organ Pipe or other protected areas in the U.S., perhaps partly because staff at El 

Pinacate were not so heavily weighted with the same concerns about environmental 

impacts or safety. Safety in relation to drug smugglers and migrants is far from the top of 

the reserve’s list of concerns. Some “desert rats” in the U.S. that I spoke with now prefer 

El Pinacate over its U.S. counterparts because they consider it to be relatively quiet, 

pristine, and safe.  
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But interviews with longer-term staff at El Pinacate revealed that El Pinacate staff 

have learned to tread lightly and carefully with respect to drug trafficking problems on 

the reserve. When I asked about safety issues, a staff member explained,  

There haven’t been problems because those involved in illegal activities know 
that our work is environmental. We aren’t police. So there exists an atmosphere 
of, I don’t want to say respect. How can I say it? We don’t get involved in their 
affairs, and they don’t get involved in environmental affairs.  
 

After years of observing smuggling, and the rising power of Mexican drug cartels, staff 

have developed a distanced, hands-off attitude toward any smuggling which might occur 

in the park. Staff quickly point out that there have been no encounters between drug 

smugglers and visitors or researchers in the park. Partly out of concerns for staff safety, 

resource managers have refrained from revegetating or cleaning up impacted areas, but 

the areas are also peripheral to the reserve’s conservation priorities. 

 In some ways, danger with respect to drug traffickers in Mexico is greater than in 

U.S., despite the less panicked response from El Pinacate staff. In May 2007, close to 

thirty people, including five police officers, were killed in an armed conflict between 

drug cartels and Mexican police in Cananea, Sonora, a few hundred miles east of El 

Pinacate. Sonora’s state police chief was killed in Nogales, Sonora, in November 2008 

and his death was linked to drug traffickers. The potential for violence between drug 

cartels and police, as well as dangerous competition between cartels for control of 

trafficking corridors, is constant but unpredictable.     

Sister parks on the border 

In 2006, the National Park Service and the Comisión Nacional de Áreas 

Protegiadas signed an agreement establishing seven sister park relationships between 
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protected areas in the U.S. and Mexico. Included among them were Organ Pipe and El 

Pinacate. The announcement was met with little fanfare at the parks; it simply formalized 

a relationship already developed over two decades of work between staff at the protected 

areas.  

The idea of a binational protected area in the heart of the Sonoran Desert existed 

even before the establishment of either Organ Pipe or El Pinacate. In 1935, National Park 

Service administrators and their Mexican counterparts met to discuss the possibility of 

establishing several peace parks along the U.S.-Mexico border. Their meeting was shaped 

by the context of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy, which proposed a new 

direction for U.S. foreign relations in Latin America. Trade and cooperation (instead of 

military intervention) were the keystones of the Good Neighbor Policy and border peace 

parks were an ideal symbol for the new form of relations across the Americas. One 

location suggested at the peace park meeting would have encompassed present-day 

Organ Pipe and parts of present-day El Pinacate. Mexican officials reportedly imagined 

that the binational park would be open to citizens from either country and would not 

require passports (Ajo Copper News 1935). However, the southwestern Arizona-northern 

Sonora site was dropped by meeting participants in favor of the Big Bend area in Texas 

and Chihuahua.  

Since 1935, proposals for a peace park, or some other binational political 

configuration, that would encompass Organ Pipe and neighboring lands have periodically 

resurfaced. The Mexican government considered creating a game reserve at present-day 

El Pinacate in 1943, based on a proposal drafted by Mexican and U.S. researchers 
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(Chester 2006). In the 1960s, President Johnson’s Secretary of Interior, Stewart Udall, 

recommended the creation of a Sonoran Desert National Park, which would have 

encompassed Organ Pipe and Cabeza Prieta, though President Johnson did not follow 

Udall’s lead. During that time, conservationists in the U.S. and Sonora re-visited 

discussions about a Sonoran Desert peace park (Udall 2007).  

The idea was again resurrected in the 1980s and early 1990s. Significant 

momentum to establish an international biosphere reserve to include Organ Pipe and El 

Pinacate developed. The focus shifted from the symbolic value of a peace park to an 

emphasis on joint management and cross-border cooperation. The rationale for 

transboundary protected areas is that ecosystems and species do not conform to political 

boundaries and environmental processes may link or impact multiple areas, regions, or 

nations. The hope was that the creation of a unified transboundary protected area would 

facilitate coherent management strategies and ensure ecological protection across 

political bounds.  

In contrast to earlier proposals seeded at a national level, momentum for a 

transboundary conservation area was generated regionally and locally. Land managers, 

conservationists, Tohono and Hia Ced O’odham members, and local residents gathered in 

a series of meetings in Arizona and Sonora to discuss future conservation and 

development. One result was the creation of the International Sonoran Desert Alliance, 

which remains active in local conservation in the U.S. and, to a lesser extent, Mexico. 

The loose coalition which advocated for a transboundary protected area built itself around 

notions of shared environments, but also shared “border” cultures. An identity as “border 

 



217 
 

peoples” whose social spaces also crossed political lines was affirmed in the rhetoric of 

ISDA and literature advocating for a transboundary reserve (Benner, Murrieta Saldivar, 

and Shepard 2007; Chester 2006). For example, O’odham expressed interest in an 

international biosphere as a way to ensure Mexican and U.S. O’odham people would 

have access to cultural sites in both countries. For a variety of reasons, efforts to create an 

international biosphere did not come to fruition, but they did help foster personal 

relationships between staff at Organ Pipe and El Pinacate (Chester 2006). 

The working relationship between the two sister parks is a kind of “functional 

cooperation,” a term that Tanner et al. (2007) use to describe management coordination 

between the Glacier and Waterton peace parks on the U.S.-Canadian border. Not 

cemented in formal political agreements, it is a cooperation that is locally-based, project-

oriented, and partially rooted in personal relationships between personnel at the two 

protected areas. Resource management staff from El Pinacate and Organ Pipe (along with 

staff from other conservation agencies in the U.S. and Mexico) participate in several 

working groups aimed at transboundary conservation, including the Quitobaquito/Rio 

Sonoyta Working Group and the Sonoran Pronghorn recovery team. Organ Pipe, as a 

better funded and well-established park, has provided equipment, technical expertise, and 

staff assistance to El Pinacate as it develops an ecological monitoring program. In the 

1990s, Organ Pipe’s chief interpretation ranger started a Friends of the Pinacate group, a 

non-profit group based in the U.S. (though the group has since folded). Recently, Organ 

Pipe staff, along with a local non-profit, successfully applied for a grant from the 

National Park Foundation to fund an additional staff person at El Pinacate for education 
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and outreach. A couple of Organ Pipe staff volunteer their personal time to El Pinacate, 

their efforts based on personal friendships with El Pinacate staff and their fascination 

with the unique geography and biology of the biosphere reserve.  

Part of the mission of cooperation between the two protected areas has been to 

address the resource disparity between Organ Pipe and El Pinacate. Though both units 

consider that they are under-funded, the differences in resource access are dramatic. As 

the assistant director of El Pinacate pointed out to me, the biosphere reserve has a land 

mass roughly ten times that of Organ Pipe, but approximately one-fifth the number of 

employees.  

Staff at both reserves have faced challenges in developing and maintaining a 

cooperative relationship. Language is sometimes a barrier. A handful of staff at both 

areas are proficient in both English and Spanish, but the absence of anyone fluent in 

Spanish within Organ Pipe’s interpretive unit limits cooperative interpretative programs 

in Mexico. A more official cooperative structure, rather than a link based in personal 

relationships, might help ensure longevity to ties between the reserves. 

Challenges to cooperation between Organ Pipe and El Pinacate 

The consequences of U.S. border security policy, including shifting migration, 

smuggling and enforcement to the Arizona-Sonora border, have adversely affected 

natural and cultural resources and management operations at Organ Pipe and El Pinacate. 

It also has dampened attempts by land managers and conservationists to develop and 

maintain strong ties between the sister protected areas. As noted previously, El Pinacate 

has few staff to carry out the three-pronged agenda of the reserve: conservation, visitor 
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access, and social development. Organ Pipe resource management staff were very active 

in helping El Pinacate managers develop and implement the reserve’s resource 

monitoring and management program, including donating equipment and time. However, 

Organ Pipe personnel time has now been diverted to “border issues,” as discussed in 

chapter five, leaving far less time for cooperation between the two protected areas. 

Similarly, at Glacier-Waterton Peace Park, on the U.S.-Canada border, Tanner et al. 

(2007) discuss how rising border security concerns have directed resources away from 

cooperative efforts (and towards law enforcement) and restricted backcountry access 

between the two parks. 

Moreover, post 9-11 security requirements for international travel for federal 

employees have led to considerably less flexibility for Organ Pipe employees to travel to 

Mexico. Some exemptions for federal employee “cross-border” travel (between border 

parks) have been made, but these are for short day trips. Although the reserves are 

“neighbors,” any overnight travel (often required for ecological monitoring work or 

larger infrastructure improvement projects) to El Pinacate for Organ Pipe staff requires 

travel approval from the Washington, DC agency office. It can take approximately five 

weeks to complete this paperwork, but staff may be required to submit their travel request 

as much as four months in advance, depending on timing and quarterly deadlines. This 

more stringent regulation of international travel is coupled with reduced funding and 

initiatives within NPS for international collaborative work in general. Though El Pinacate 

staff face similar highly bureaucratic requirements, they are not under the same political 
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pressure, as a “border park,” that U.S. border protected areas are. As a result, they may 

occasionally bend the travel rules to attend meetings or other events in the U.S.37  

Organ Pipe and El Pinacate staff both agreed that the intense political climate 

surrounding border security, migration, and drug trafficking had not changed the tenor of 

their relationships. Even where travel regulations and time famine have made working 

together more difficult, staff at both protected areas take personal time to maintain their 

working relationships. And some staff and conservationists continue to conceptualize 

Organ Pipe, El Pinacate, and Cabeza Prieta as ecologically linked. As one Organ Pipe 

staff explained, “I’ve always thought of Cabeza and Organ Pipe and the Pinacate as one 

big grand biosphere reserve, with some barriers and roads between, but functioning 

realistically as one big reserve, with similar plant and animal communities.”  Resource 

management and interpretive staff in particular easily tap into a way of thinking that 

brings to the fore the ecological continuity across political boundaries.  

For this reason, U.S. proposals for the construction of walls through Organ Pipe, 

El Pinacate, and Cabeza Prieta were troublesome and counter-intuitive for some staff at 

Organ Pipe and El Pinacate. When the Secure Fence Act was passed in 2006, which 

mandated double layer fences between El Pinacate, Organ Pipe, and Cabeza Prieta, most 

resource management staff at Organ Pipe dismissed the proposal. They assured their 
                                                 
37 Sister parks that do not have an official port of entry between them face even 

more travel difficulties with the closure of secondary or traditional, but unofficial, border 
crossing points, such as the one at Boquillas del Carmen in Big Bend National Park. 
Cooperating partners working in Big Bend National Park, US and Maderas del Carmen 
and Cañón de Santa Elena Áreas de Protección de Flora y Fauna, Mexico must travel 
hours and hundreds of miles in order to cross through an official port of entry  (Briggs et 
al. n.d.). Previously, partners could meet on the banks of the Rio Grande River at the 
border. 
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counterparts at El Pinacate that the legislation was politically significant but unlikely to 

be implemented, and both reserves continued to operate as though they would not see a 

wall between the two protected areas. In 2009, only a few miles of fence were built along 

the border of Organ Pipe (see chapter five) and not where the parks connect. 

But the Secure Fence Act raised the question of what a complete wall between 

Organ Pipe, El Pinacate, and Cabeza Prieta would mean, both from an ecological and a 

social standpoint. Under leadership of the Fish and Wildlife Service, Organ Pipe, El 

Pinacate, and Cabeza Prieta coordinate work to revitalize the population of endangered 

Sonoran pronghorn that are native to the three protected areas. The population is 

extremely fragmented, with most pronghorn located in Mexico, and the links between 

herds are already severed by highways and populated areas. Other species move regularly 

across the border. El Pinacate staff  have proposed wildlife underpasses for Mexican 

Federal Highway 2, which traverses the north end of the reserve, to improve 

opportunities for wildlife crossings between El Pinacate and Organ Pipe and Cabeza 

Prieta. These underpasses would, of course, be meaningless if a wall, impenetrable to 

wildlife, were constructed along the border.  

When I asked one staff member at El Pinacate what he thought of the proposed 

wall, he contrasted the proposal with Organ Pipe’s vehicle barrier. The vehicle barrier, he 

explained, was “good for wildlife.”  Because he could see through the barrier to the 

mountains that rise up in Organ Pipe, he felt the sense of continuity between the two 

parks was maintained. A wall, in contrast, would interrupt the line of sight, and thus the 
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visual link, between the two parks. His comment echoes Organ Pipe staff’s opposition to 

the segment of wall that was completed on both sides of Lukeville. 

Staff at El Pinacate were especially sensitive to the proposed wall’s potential 

social implications, in addition to its environmental ones. One staff member stated,  

A lot of people ask us…about what we think about the wall. About the wall, yes, we 
think that it is an environmental problem, and a social problem, too, right?…As a 
Mexican, I have my papers to go to the United States, and I see a wall and I feel bad. 
I feel attacked, so to say… .I don’t like at all that they have worked a lot to knock 
down walls, but you see how this contradicts that idea, right? 

Speaking from a personal perspective, another staff member went as far as to call the 

proposed wall “an aggression against a neighbor.” All El Pinacate staff agreed the U.S. 

border policies, including the proposed wall, in no way framed their social relations with 

Organ Pipe staff. Nonetheless, a wall conveyed to them a message of intolerance. 

The response from the Mexican federal government in response to U.S. 

construction of walls along the border in rural areas was swift and condemning. Almost 

immediately, Mexican opposition to the wall has highlighted the environmental impacts 

of impermeable barriers along the border. The Mexican Congress directed the Secretaría 

de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT, the parent agency of 

CONANP, which manages El Pinacate) to investigate the potential ecological 

consequences of border walls. The Instituto Nacional de Ecología (National Ecology 

Institute), under SEMARNAT, along with Mexican and U.S. educational institutions and 

think tanks, hosted a series of workshop of experts to compile information and identify 

knowledge gaps. The Institute produced a book, A Barrier to Our Shared Environment 

(Córdova and de la Parra 2007), based on proceedings from the first workshop. This was 
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one of the first compilations of scientific thought on what a border wall would mean from 

an ecological standpoint. In the state of Coahuila, across the border from south Texas, 

state officials have begun planting a “green wall” of hundreds of thousands of trees along 

the Rio Grande, in protest of the border wall (Schwartz 2008).   

The “reverse migration” to Mexico 

Even as the U.S. is building walls on its border with Mexico, social and economic 

processes continue to tie the two countries tightly together. A rapidly developing tourism 

economy in coastal Sonora (south of El Pinacate), which serves a predominantly 

clientele, is one example of the economic links between the two countries. Poverty, 

demands for cheap labor, and recreational consumer desires draw illegal flows of people 

and drugs from Mexico into the U.S. But equally strong capital and U.S. consumer desire 

drive flows of commodities, people, and values from the U.S. into northern Sonora’s 

desert and coast. The juxtaposition of these two sets of flows, their potential 

environmental impacts, and the different degrees to which they are framed as threatening 

flows reveals the ways in which borders can produce environmental values and threats. 

Driving from Organ Pipe to El Pinacate, along Mexico’s Route 8, the landscape 

becomes drier, vegetation sparser, and the views more expansive. You are approaching 

water, the Sea of Cortez, although you might not know it from the dry desertscape. But 

the billboards, parading down the sides of the highway, remind you that you are beach-

bound. Crystal blue waters, white sands, and sleek, long-legged blondes in bikinis beckon 

tourists to Puerto Peñasco (Rocky Point). You can visit, or better yet, you can own it. 

“U.S. Mortgage Loans for Real Estate in Mexico. Purchase, Refinance & Construction” 
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announces one billboard, while other signs advertise luxury oceanfront condos, in 

English.  

Aching for a little water in the desert, landlocked Arizonans have found their 

beach paradise at Rocky Point. Tourism development on Sonora’s northern coast is 

exploding, with billions of dollars of investment from U.S. and Mexican companies, most 

of it aimed at tourists from Arizona (Barrios 2007; Champs 2006). Puerto Peñasco has 

grown from a small coastal fishing village to a growing beach resort; the number of 

visitors to Rocky Point has increased five times between 2001 and 2007 (McCombs 

2007a). Though the town has a population of 60,000, it can host as many as 20,000 

visitors on the weekends (Dibble 2006). Spring breakers come for beach parties, discos, 

and a legal drinking age of 18. Ocean lovers are attracted to fresh seafood and water-side, 

high-rise condominiums in affordable price ranges relative to similar U.S. properties. 

Outdoor recreationists can fish in the gulf or rent ATVs to ride off-road through the open 

desert country on the outskirts of town. 

Some call Puerto Peñasco the “Jewel of the Cortez.” Its economic success, due in 

large part to its proximity to the U.S., helped prompt a regional plan, initially dubbed the 

Escalera Náutica, to increase tourism on both sides of the Sea of Cortez. In 2002, federal 

and state governments, with interest from Mexican and U.S. investors, signed an accord 

that laid out plans for roads, ports, and other infrastructure to support tourism 

development along the coast. Part of the plan involves constructing a highway along 

Sonora’s coast to connect Puerto Peñasco to San Luis Río Colorado (near the borders of 
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Arizona, Sonora, California and Baja California), which would open the area to further 

development and could draw more tourist traffic from California.  

In an interview with me, a staff member from a conservation NGO called this 

influx of American tourists and capital into Sonora’s northern coast “the reverse 

migration to Mexico.” Even as the U.S. government is building walls to curtail illegal 

immigration, economic integration, in the form of NAFTA, free-flowing capital, and 

consumer desires, is drawing the two countries together and pushing and pulling people 

across the border. At the same time that people and illicit goods move north, a flood of 

people and money is also moving south. The “reverse migration” to Mexico from the 

U.S. poses its own set of challenges and the implications for protected areas in both the 

U.S. and Mexico are potentially negative. 

Visitors to Rocky Point from the U.S. drive straight through Organ Pipe on 

Highway 85, though Park Service staff suspect few of these visitors realize they are 

driving through a park. When I asked Organ Pipe staff to identify top concerns for the 

monument, they consistently listed traffic on Highway 85, which bisects the monument. 

The amount of traffic is increasing and the peak time for travel- weekends- is lengthening 

from two to four days. More traffic, at high speeds, poses dangers for drivers and park 

visitors. Resource management staff are also concerned about road kill and wildlife 

disturbance. And for staff who have a longer tenure at the park, the ribbon of cars and 

RVs flowing through the park on the weekends is a reminder that Organ Pipe has 

changed from a place that is “off-the-beaten-path” to a growing thoroughfare for cross-

border traffic of all sorts. Finally, increased traffic plus heightened security requirements 

 



226 
 

post 9-11 have led to longer wait times for vacationers returning to the U.S. Organ Pipe 

staff are concerned that tourists and businesses will lobby for the Lukeville port to 

operate twenty-four hours, thereby opening the highway to round the clock traffic.  

Mexico’s Highway 8, which links Lukeville-Sonoyta to Puerto Peñasco, skirts the 

eastern boundary of El Pinacate. But the push for tourism development is bringing a new 

highway to the south of El Pinacate, through its neighboring reserve, La Reserva de la 

Biosfera Alto Golfo de California y Delta del Río Colorado. El Pinacate staff are also 

preparing for the federal government’s plans to widen Highway 2, which crosses the 

northern top of the reserve. Both projects promise more traffic through or near the 

reserve, with the coastal highway potentially opening the sand dunes in the southern 

section of the reserve to off-road driving.  

Aside from highway traffic, development of Puerto Peñasco will be most closely 

felt at El Pinacate, which is about ten miles from the beach resort. El Pinacate staff are 

concerned about the sale of private lands within the reserve as the coastal real estate 

market expands. More pernicious is the growing demand for water to quench the thirst of 

Puerto Peñasco. The town draws about 160 gallons per person per day, which is higher 

than the national average and similar to water use in Tucson, Arizona. At the current rate, 

Puerto Peñasco is drawing down the aquifer at close to three times the rate at which it 

replenishes (Bryante 2007). Coastal development increases the draw down already 

occurring to the north and west of El Pinacate from agricultural irrigation. In the desert, 

where there are few surface water sources and the average rain fall in the Puerto Peñasco 

area is only a few inches a year, rates of groundwater use are cause for concern. Puerto 
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Peñasco has the potential to be another example of tourism development in northern 

Mexico, propelled by U.S. capital, that threatens coastal ecosystems and local 

communities (Herzog 2000). 

The current administration at El Pinacate has tried to take a pragmatic and 

proactive approach to increased development. Since its establishment, the reserve has 

considered ecotourism as one potential avenue for economic development that would be 

suitable within reserve boundaries. The current administration hopes to serve as a model 

for sustainable eco-tourism. In 2008, the reserve was in the final stages of constructing a 

new visitor center, along the new coastal highway, with solar power and recycled water 

to irrigate desert gardens. In negotiations over the new coastal highway and widening of 

Highway 2 with other federal and state departments, El Pinacate’s administration secured 

partial funding for the new visitor center and wildlife crossings under both roads. But 

reserve staff face the tension between the desire to promote visitation and concerns about 

protecting the reserve’s natural and cultural heritage. Organ Pipe’s administration hopes 

to generate enough attention about increase highway traffic within the national office of 

the Park Service so that higher officials might negotiate with Customs and Border 

Protection and avoid expansion of the port of entry. In the meantime, law enforcement 

rangers patrol the highway, ticketing speeders and responding to traffic accidents. 

Organ Pipe and El Pinacate both face “external threats” that are propelled by state 

and regional development planning, investment capital, and tourism demands in both the 

U.S. and Mexico. Once again, as border parks along the world’s starkest divide between 

the First and Third worlds, Organ Pipe and El Pinacate find themselves in a curious 
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reversal of positions. Conservationists in developing countries typically must confront 

questions of poverty, livelihoods and resource use, and population relocation and 

displacement as these issues relate to protected. Parks in developed countries are often 

threatened by encroaching development, as Runte (1987) describes in the case of the U.S. 

In contrast, Organ Pipe’s “external threat” is directly related to mass migration, poverty, 

and shifts in livelihood strategies, while El Pinacate faces an unusual injection of capital 

and development in an otherwise remote corner of Sonora. 

Development in Mexico is touted as the long-term solution to the “problem” of 

Mexican migration to the U.S., development that could be helped along with U.S. capital. 

As one real estate developer in Puerto Peñasco declared, “Five years ago, people were 

crossing the border [to the U.S.] to find a successful future. Now they can work here,” 

(Taj 2007). People are moving to Puerto Peñasco from other parts of Mexico to labor in 

construction and fill service positions at new resorts. But the case of Puerto Peñasco 

raises the question of what kind of development and at what environmental and social 

costs. It is a question that has been raised before in the U.S.-Mexico border region, with 

the development of industrial facilities in the free trade zone (before ratification of the 

North American Free Trade Agreement). Maquiladoras (foreign-owned manufacturing 

companies) in Mexico’s border free trade zone were purportedly established to provide 

work for Mexican migrants returning to U.S. with the end of the Bracero migrant labor 

program in the 1964. But the environmental record of maquilas (not to mention their 

record of labor conditions) has been mixed at best (Kopinak 1996; Velázquez et al. 

2007).  
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Highway trash: tracing the reverse migration to Mexico 

Temporary migration from U.S. cities, like Phoenix, Arizona, to Puerto Peñasco leaves 

its own trail of litter. During the busy season, Organ Pipe hosts around thirty volunteers, 

primarily retired couples willing to work full time in exchange for a place to dock their 

RV and get to know a park. During the winter of 2007, large sections of the backcountry 

of the park were closed to staff and volunteers. With limited work options for resource 

management volunteers, a hardy few took to daily highway litter patrols. The amount of 

trash they pulled off the sides of the highway was substantial; the couple most 

consistently picking up trash along the highway estimated that in ten days of highway 

litter patrol, three volunteers picked up almost a ton of litter. (Their estimates are based 

on measurements taken at the local dump, where Organ Pipe takes its trash and which 

charges by weight.) El Pinacate also gets its fair share of litter along the highway. 

Yet highway litter was almost invisible as a resource management concern, and 

certainly has not attracted the attention of the Secretary of Homeland Security, as did 

trash left by migrants and smugglers (see page 84). One might assume this was because 

highway litter is rather banal. How excited can we get about pop cans, plastic grocery 

bags, and candy bar wrappers along the side of the road? In fact, highway litter portrayed 

an equally illicit “underworld” moving through Organ Pipe. First, there is the illegal 

practice of littering, a misdemeanor subject to a $500 fine in Arizona, not so hair-raising 

as smuggling or terrorism, but illegal nonetheless. Second, litter patrols in the monument 

regularly picked up an array of drug paraphernalia, including marijuana and 

methamphetamine pipes, and small amounts of drugs. Volunteers and staff were 
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supposed to turn over these items to Organ Pipe law enforcement, but generally just 

tossed them into their garbage sacks along with the rest of the trash. Highway litter 

patrolers picked up enormous quantities of alcoholic beverage containers. Staff and 

volunteers have found hand guns, likely discarded by U.S. tourists who forgot or did not 

realize that carrying weapons in Mexico is illegal until they neared the port of entry. 

Highway trash revealed illegal, as well as irresponsible, activities in the monument, but 

this trash was not systematically documented or reported. 

There are several reasons that “highway” trash has different importance and 

meaning than “migrant” trash. One reason relates to location. When the wilderness areas 

were established at Organ Pipe, 98 percent of the park was declared wilderness, with the 

highway, visitation roads, and developed areas left out. The wilderness starts 50 feet from 

the road, which means that most highway trash is outside the wilderness area. Thus, 

highway trash, while not necessarily more attractive than other trash, did not have the 

same significance as a pollutant of sacred space, or “matter out of place.” Another reason 

is that there are not special funds available to protected areas for highway litter clean-up, 

unlike the “Kolbe funds,” Congressional mandated funding specifically for land agencies 

to use to address the environmental impacts of undocumented migration and smuggling, 

including trash clean-ups.  

Importantly, I would argue that the relationship between the trash and the 

presumed litterbug is key. Most highway trash was attributed to the growing number of 

tourists and other travelers driving Highway 85. For example, on our hunt for trash sites, 

Jane dismissed the empty bottles we found along the highway as “Pointhead” trash, from 
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tourist traffic to Rocky Point (see page 83). But the “reverse migration to Mexico” has 

not incited a “moral panic” like that seen in reaction to illegal immigration to the U.S. 

(Welch 2002). The obsession with migrant trash makes sense within the context of moral 

panic, while highway trash is mundane, a nuisance rather than a crisis. As described in 

chapter three (page 93), Sundberg and Kaserman identified an overarching narrative in 

their analysis of media and government reports about trash left by migrants that I earlier 

simplified to the equation, migrants = trash and human waste = defilement of nature = 

destruction of national spaces = attack on the nation. A parallel narrative about highway 

trash, for example that American tourists = highway trash = invasion into Mexico, would 

likely strike journalists, NPS staff, and tourists themselves as incongruous. From the 

perspective of American tourists, they are exercising their perceived right to an exotic, 

but affordable, vacation location, provided that they cross legally into Mexico and pay for 

their enjoyment.  

The distinct between these two different flows of people across the border relates 

to the creation of values at and through the border. Most obviously, American dollars, 

relocated to Puerto Peñasco in the pockets of U.S. tourists and investors, change value at 

the border; spring breakers or weekend warriors find they can afford more beach vacation 

with less money in Mexico than if they select a location in the U.S. But also, from the 

perspective of government officials in Sonora and Mexico’s capital, tourists and their 

dollars have value in initiating development, which improves the economy and the state 

of Sonora. Of course, the border does not always change the value of people or objects. 

The fact that some Rocky Point visitors have vacation plans, such as drinking and 
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driving, that do not conform to the letter of the law in Mexico or the U.S., does not 

transform their state of “legality” or “illegality” on crossing the border.  

Despite the differences in origins, the artifacts from “illegal immigration” from 

Mexico and the “reverse migration” to Mexico remain as an impact that resource 

managers will continue to contend with, or ignore. The perceived legitimacy of 

“development” at Puerto Peñasco versus the perceived illegitimacy of undocumented 

migration from Mexico frame those responses. El Pinacate staff do not envision (at least 

publically) a time when the Mexican federal government reforms its faulty visa 

programs, American tourists are walled off from Rocky Point beaches, and the staff are 

relieved of worries about land claims, groundwater depletion, highway construction, and 

litter.  

Conclusion 

The typical challenges that face many transboundary conservation efforts, like language 

capacity and differential resource access, are compounded at Organ Pipe and El Pinacate 

by undocumented migration, drug smuggling, and an intensified and inflexible approach 

to border security. Despite difficulties, cooperation between Organ Pipe and El Pinacate 

continues, primarily as a result of personal commitments and the groundwork laid by 

earlier binational initiatives. A political climate fostering cooperation instead of walls, 

more staff time, fewer travel restrictions, and increased funding would allow staff at the 

two parks to collaborate more effectively and extensively. Possibilities might include 

collaborative environmental education programs in Sonoyta, Mexico, which borders 

Organ Pipe; more consistent joint monitoring of natural and cultural resources; or 
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regional conservation planning to address the tourism and industrial developments that 

may threaten both parks.  

Park managers cooperate because they understand that the long-term conservation 

of protected areas on both sides of the border is interdependent. Transboundary 

ecological and social processes link the U.S. and Mexico. To succeed at transboundary 

conservation, ecological security must transcend national boundaries. And the flows of 

wildlife, resources, ideas, information, scientists, and conservationists that help make 

ecological security possible will require more porous borders.  

But the way that we think about security in the U.S. is still nation-bounded, as 

exemplified by the emphasis on walls over more synergistic responses to undocumented 

migration and smuggling. Successful transboundary conservation may require us to think 

about other issues, like security and regional development planning, also in a 

transboundary manner. As the contributors to Peace Parks (Ali 2007) argue, peace parks 

can create opportunities for conflict resolution and reconciliation that have value even 

beyond conservation. What might Rocky Point development look like if it were directed 

by a transnational planning process that placed a Sonoran Desert Peace Park and its 

resident and neighboring communities at the core? Could this serve as a model for the 

long-term development, backed by U.S. investment, which is touted as one solution to the 

“problem” of undocumented migration? 

 



234 
 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION 

 

Organ Pipe and other wildlands along the Arizona-Sonora border in the mid-2000s were 

the setting for dramatic increases in migration, smuggling, and border enforcement. 

Though these increases appeared abrupt and unpredicted in rural Arizona, they were part 

of long-term processes: the history of Mexican migration stretching back to the beginning 

of the 1900s; U.S. consumer demand for internationally-produced, illicit substances 

(whether opium at the turn of the 19th century or marijuana at the turn of the 20th 

century); racist and restrictionist U.S. immigration policy; and U.S. militarization of the 

border since the 1970s. These long-term processes intersected with shorter-term process: 

federal re-organization post-9-11 leading to the creation of DHS and a heavy emphasis on 

national and border security; “operational control” of urban corridors; and a burgeoning 

U.S. economy beckoning workers from Mexico. As a result of the long and short-term 

processes, a relatively remote rural location became a central avenue for undocumented 

migrants, drug and human smugglers, and the state’s border enforcement. 

Spatial imaginaries 

Different, and sometimes contradictory, ideas existed about what this particular location 

in the Sonoran Desert is or should be. These visions, or imaginaries, existed to varying 

degrees in the organization and physical features of the landscape as well as people’s 

experiences of the park. The different visions, inventively captured in riffs on the name of 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, critiqued the current conditions at the park and 
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the role of the U.S. government in (not) responding to those conditions. Or they imagined 

new futures for the park and new relationships between the U.S. and Mexican 

governments, Mexican migrants, and natural landscapes.  

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument is itself a spatial imaginary, a social 

construction. Creation of the monument was meant to privilege nature and natural 

processes and limit human activities within the designated space of the monument. Organ 

Pipe Cactus National Monument was to be a cactus arboretum, wildlife sanctuary, 

outdoor ecological laboratory, and haven for recreationists who sought desert wilderness. 

By the early 1990s, the status of the monument as a protected area was, for the most part, 

politically uncontested. The few ranchers and miners who had opposed creation of the 

monument and its designated wilderness were no longer vocal. Like many parks, the 

conservation vision for the area was relatively insular, focused on keeping “external 

threats” at bay and maintaining the internal ecological integrity of the park.  

Creation of the park and wilderness involved erasing or downplaying features of 

the landscape that revealed its human history, including vestiges of earlier migrations and 

transport. The historic footpaths, wagon roads, and jeep trails used, for example, by 

mescal smugglers during Prohibition, were erased from monument maps. In a sense, the 

Park Service erased the very clues that might have indicated to them that the park was 

not, nor would be, as insular as imagined. 

Wilderness, in the particular spatial imaginary of American conservationists, is 

meant to be unpopulated, with limited human activity. In wilderness, natural phenomena 

can exist uncontrolled and unlimited by human hand. Of course, in the case of Organ 
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Pipe, wilderness is a state-created and state-controlled space, a legal designation. Part of 

the rationale for wilderness is to create a space were nature takes its course. But it is also 

a lived space, so that the “wilderness value” of Organ Pipe was defined by particular 

human terms and experience, as valuable for park recreationists and for the production of 

science. 

With the influx of undocumented migration, smuggling, and border enforcement, 

new imaginaries of the park built on, and were contrasted to, the original imagination of 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument. In re-naming Organ Pipe Cactus National 

Monument as “Organ Pipe National Dump,” Representative Tancredo aptly captured in 

four words the vision of the park that I saw reproduced in many different settings, 

including news accounts, public meetings, and interviews. At the hands of migrants and 

smugglers, the park was trashed and full of trash, to the extent that the nature of the park 

had been transformed from untrammeled wilderness to a dump. Border wildlands had 

become Mexican migrants’ back alley way into the United States, and like many alleys, 

they were filled with garbage. The spatial imaginary of Organ Pipe National Dump 

brought to the fore the undesirability of Mexican migrants, paralleling other cultural 

narratives of illegal immigrants as dirty, criminal, and inferior.  

Similarly, a representative of the non-profit National Parks Conservation 

Association said that Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument was becoming “Organ Pipe 

National Catastrophe” (Watson 2002). This alternate name references not only the 

environmental impacts of migration and smuggling, but also the limits to park law 

enforcement and the increasing sense of the park as dangerous. When staff expressed a 
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besieged mentality and operated under a crisis-oriented management style, it was in 

response to the prospect that the park would become a catastrophe, whether human or 

environmental or both. Visitor information and signs, park closures, and strict security 

protocols were all oriented towards this possibility. Organ Pipe National Catastrophe 

elevated the impacts of undocumented migration and smuggling to crisis proportions.  

The spatial imaginaries of Organ Pipe National Dump and Organ Pipe National 

Catastrophe more than described the state of the park, they called the state to task for 

allowing its own spatial project, a national monument and pristine wilderness area, to be 

converted into a dangerous garbage dump by unruly trespassers. The Department of 

Homeland Security, congressional representatives like Representative Tancredo, and 

other proponents of increased border security proposed that the way to protect Organ 

Pipe, other public lands, and the nation as a whole was to increase enforcement in these 

areas. In urban areas in the early 1990s, Border Patrol referenced carefully orchestrated 

videos of migrants making “banzai runs” across the border into San Diego as evidence 

that the border was “out-of-control” and required national attention in the form of funds, 

agents, and infrastructure (Massey 2006). In rural Arizona, photos of trash could serve 

the same purpose, ever-present evidence of the illegal immigrant invasion that required 

more enforcement. 

The spatial imaginary of the “secure border” was a militarized fortress, composed 

of agents, patrol camps, roads, walls, lights, air command, and high-tech surveillance 

equipment, through which neither migrants, drugs, nor weapons of mass destruction 

could pass. The most recent wave of border militarization in 2000s was, in some sense, a 
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continuation of a decades-long process of militarization, with some of the specific plans 

and projects exactly as they had been proposed ten years ago. But these projects were 

attached to a newer set of logics and imaginations, especially the post 9-11 notion that the 

U.S. must conceive of national defense at home and abroad on the same terms. As 

Bialasiewicz and colleagues state, “In other words, the US needs to ensure the security of 

its homeland from within as much as without, to treat home as away” (2007:416). The 

war on terror, drugs, and immigrants in the Sonoran Desert was not the only desert war 

being fought by the U.S. in 2006. Abroad, in the deserts of Iraq and Afghanistan, U.S. 

forces waged other wars. Though these wars looked quite different, their rationales 

mirrored each other and they were linked by more than rhetoric. In 2008, Customs and 

Border Protection invited law enforcement agents from their agency to volunteer for 

temporary assignments training Iraqi forces. CBP has also partnered with the Army 

Reserves to recruit veterans returned from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan to work for 

Border Patrol. Private security contractors, such as the Wackenhut Corporation, have 

profited from federal contracts to provide services for desert wars abroad and on the 

border. Wackenhut buses transport apprehended migrants from Border Patrol stations to 

ports of entry across the Arizona-Sonora border and provide a variety of security services 

in Iraq for profit gains. 

As Andreas (2000) and Nevins (2002) have already argued, the militarized 

“secure border” constitutes a kind of performance. It demonstrated the power of the state 

to respond to and manipulate American fears about terrorism and illegal immigration. 

Border walls, high-tech surveillance equipment, and agents in the field also created a 
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visible and concrete representation of the state’s increasing “control” over the border, 

undocumented migration, and smuggling. If border walls and other enforcement 

constituted a kind of political theater, then rural, protected areas in Arizona, California, 

and Texas were the stage. The state’s border performance was remarkably resilient, 

reproducing itself to fit the contours of new landscapes, or more often reworking those 

landscapes into stages that fit its militarized performance. Unlike other spatial 

imaginaries, the “secure border” had no geographical referent other than the political 

border line. Its abstract spatial imagining led to the idea that it could be implemented in 

the same way anywhere along the border. The “secure border” was replicated in very 

much the same way place to place, so that a fifteen-foot wall in an urban area was as 

logical as the same wall in the middle of wilderness. The assumption was that the “secure 

border,” as operationalized, would not conflict substantially with the National Park 

Service’s wilderness and conservation projects, but could simply be overlain onto the 

park.  

In reality, binational sister parks, un-fragmented habitat, desert “laboratories,” and 

wilderness areas are being reshaped to create the physical stage for this border 

performance. Security projects, like roads and walls, eat up valuable habitat and interrupt 

wildlife migration corridors. Off-road driving, by Border Patrol or smugglers, denudes 

the desert and alters hydrology, leaving behind widening wakes of dust trails.  

The reworking of landscapes was deep enough that it led people to ask if the 

monument was being transformed into a different kind of park. Increased militarization 

of border public wildlands incited at least one visitor to re-name Organ Pipe “Border 
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Patrol National Monument.” The name, Border Patrol National Monument, highlighted 

and critiqued the high visibility of homeland security activities in the monument. For 

some staff, visitors, and local members of conservation organizations, priority use of the 

monument lands had shifted away from conservation, science, and recreation and towards 

militarized border security. The decreasing autonomy of the superintendent vis-à-vis the 

Department of Homeland Security, the patrol camp in the monument, and Border Patrol 

agents’ discretionary power to drive off-road in wilderness were all examples of the 

erosion of conservation and wilderness protection. The irony of the title, that a militarized 

zone would continue to be recognized as a National Park Service unit, simply highlighted 

the contradictions between the NPS and DHS missions. Border Patrol National 

Monument called a spade a spade by cutting through the rhetoric of interagency 

cooperation and the idea that Border Patrol’s mission could include conservation through 

national security.  

The spatial imaginary of Immigrant National Monument also recognized a shift in 

the use and meaning of the park, but imagined more hopeful prospects for the monument. 

Rather than criticize the federal government’s border policy, this spatial imaginary tried 

to make sense of undocumented migration, and its impacts, within the existing 

parameters of national parks’ meanings and missions. Trash, rather than confirm 

migrants’ undesirability and justify increased border enforcement, was sympathetically 

read to tell the stories of undocumented migrants. These stories recognized the dangers 

and difficulties that migrants faced crossing through the desert. Immigrant National 

Monument proposed a future relationship between undocumented Mexican migrants and 
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the U.S. state, one in which migrants became citizens and were commemorated through a 

national monument in their honor. This spatial imaginary “worked” only as a future 

possibility, one in which migrants or their descendants entered the monument as visitors 

and citizens, abiding by the prescribed behaviors for parks and wilderness. Though the 

monument title and meaning changed in this vision, it had both a history and a future as a 

park unit.  

The Sonoran Desert Peace Park was yet another spatial imaginary, one with a 

history as long as that of Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, but which has never 

been realized. Like Organ Pipe, a peace park prioritizes environmental conservation. But 

it also recognizes that ecosystems cross political and jurisdictional boundaries. Thus 

conservation requires cooperation across those borders. A peace park also affirms a 

positive relationship between the U.S. and Mexico by highlighting shared environments, 

shared borders, and shared commitments to conservation. In its most recent version, the 

spatial imaginary of the Sonoran Desert Peace Park was developed and pursued by 

coalitions of “border people,” who drew on notions of shared environments and shared 

cultures to cultivate a peace park.  

But militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, and the multiples “wars” on 

terrorism, drugs, and illegal immigration waged there, make it more difficult to imagine 

or bring to fruition a peace park. Though staff and conservationists could remind 

themselves that Organ Pipe was a park before it was a “war zone,” they could not 

disregard the new vision of Organ Pipe as a dangerous place. Sonoran Desert Peace Park, 
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which promises the most for ecological conservation and binational cooperation, has been 

put on hold. 

NPS staff, local conservationists, visitors, and DHS representatives wrestled with 

these different spatial imaginaries, all of which, to some degree, shaped the park and 

were made materially real on the landscape. Large sections of the monument, especially 

in the mountain regions, are what the original creators of Organ Pipe imagined: 

undeveloped, with minimal human activity, fascinating exhibits of Sonoran Desert flora 

and fauna. Select locations in the monument are littered with garbage and isolated spots 

look like dumps, but staff’s attention is drawn towards trash. Organ Pipe National 

Catastrophe describes well the crisis-driven management and mindset among staff during 

the time I worked at the park and the sense that Organ Pipe might be on the brink of 

catastrophe, or another tragedy like the death of Kris Eggle. The staff and volunteers who 

picked up trash, read stories from that trash, and circulated those stories amongst 

themselves were already enacting their vision of Immigrant National Monument, though 

it seems unlikely that the park would be formally transformed as such. Likewise, 

professional links and activities among land and conservation agencies at the border 

continue to suggest the possibility for a binational reserve, although the short-term 

political prospects for such an arrangement seemed highly unlikely in 2006 and 2007. 

Working from different spatial imaginaries, different groups of people constructed 

the landscape, materially and discursively, but always watching and responding to what 

other groups of people were doing. Thus each spatial imaginary must be understood in 

 



243 
 

relation to the others, especially the original conceptualization of Organ Pipe Cactus 

National Monument and its wilderness.  

Both “wilderness” and the “secure border,” as state projects, homogenized space. 

Organ Pipe’s wilderness erased human history in the park and limited its human futures. 

Likewise, the “secure border” sliced the landscape into controllable grids. But neither 

project was totalizing in its homogenization nor were they all compatible, even those 

which are state projects. While the state attempts to present itself as rational and 

cohesive, it is often at odds with itself. At the Arizona-Sonoran border, state conservation 

agencies struggled to maintain the wilderness character of protected borderlands, while 

the Department of Homeland Security undertook its own spatial project to “secure” the 

border through military logics and technologies. Ultimately, the tensions between these 

two projects were not the result of non-cooperation between agencies, “stupid agents,” 

lack of environmentally sensitive security technologies, or lax environmental laws. These 

tensions stem from irreconcilable contradictions between market forces, state assertions 

of sovereignty, and public anxieties over foreign “invasions.” In the mid-2000s, the 

Arizona-Sonora borderlands stood at the crossroads of these tensions and contradictions. 

At the frontier margins of the U.S. and Mexico, the ruptures in state policies were made 

visible.  

Yet the state must not appear to be failing. For the U.S., accomplishing this 

involved juggling two different projects: 1.) to appear to have the border under control 

and 2.) to erase or hide the conflicts between conservation and border control missions. If 

the state wants to present itself as unified and rational, it needs to hide the tensions 
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between its conservation and border projects and agency missions. It does this in two 

ways. First, chaos and environmental destruction are blamed on migrants and smugglers. 

If there is recognition that Border Patrol activities also have environmental consequences 

(and often there is not), then this is explained as an unfortunate consequence of 

addressing principal problems of migration and smuggling. Second, tensions are erased 

through shoddy environmental assessments that neglect to bring to light conflicts 

between security and conservation projects, through performances of cooperation 

(environmental education trainings, for example), and when all else fails, through 

(indirect) silencing of superintendents and others who suggest that there is tension. But 

on the ground, the tensions remain, and neither “wilderness” or “a secure border” are 

fully realized. 

Though each spatial project is incomplete, they all have the potential to leave 

lasting marks on the landscape. An Organ Pipe staff member once told me that he derived 

some hope from a former superintendent’s assessment that the level of migration, 

smuggling, and enforcement that the park was witnessing was a “flash in the frying pan.” 

Following, I suggest some possible political and economic changes that could re-direct 

migration, smuggling, and enforcement out of the monument area, thereby ending this 

particular phase in the park’s history. But whether this dissertation describes a frying pan 

flash, or the beginning days of a new phase of rural border militarization, the remnants of 

these various spatial projects will exist long after the fact. Thirty years after the removal 

of cattle from the monument, staff were still considering the legacy of ranching and over-

grazing in specific places on the monument. What will happen to the remnants of 
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migration, smuggling, and border enforcement? Will they, as in the imagining of 

Immigrant National Monument, be collected, tagged, interpreted, and viewed by future 

visitors and staff as historic artifacts? Will the wall along the park’s southern border 

remain or will it be dismantled?38 Will the new dirt roads and border barriers be left to 

weather torrential monsoons and, in the process, erode soils and washes, change 

hydrological patterns, and alter vegetation distribution? And what long-term or sustained 

impacts will these remnants carry?  

Future prospects 

The Park Service in the mid-2000s found itself in something of a Catch-22 

situation. Large increases in undocumented migration and smuggling had undoubtedly 

changed the face of Organ Pipe. New trails and roads were cut across the park; trash 

accumulated at layups and along trails; one staff person was killed, and many more daily 

reconsidered their personal safety at work; funding and staffing priorities shifted from 

core mission work to reactive law enforcement and crisis-oriented management.  

Undocumented migration and smuggling, as park management problems, were 

considered unusual, and mostly park managers saw these activities as beyond their 

control. The roots of the problem, and solutions to them, lay elsewhere, in the halls of 

Washington, DC and Mexico City, DF, on American factory floors and farm fields, and 

in the rural outposts of Mexico. But the solution to undocumented migration and 

                                                 
38 Some NPS staff joked that local residents in Sonoyta would dismantle it piece 

by piece in the night, that they already viewed it like an extension of Home Depot, a 
source of materials for home construction or backyard fences. Park staff had earlier seen 
pieces of barbed wire fencing and other material removed from the borderline and put to 
use elsewhere. 
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smuggling in Organ Pipe proposed by those in Washington in the mid 2000s was quite 

narrowly limited to increasing border enforcement, through more Border Patrol agents 

and more walls. The Catch-22 for the Park Service at Organ Pipe was that privately many 

staff felt that Border Patrol and walls were as ecologically damning as the problems they 

were meant to address, not to mention ineffective. But the politics of refusing “help,” in 

the form of enforcement, were impossible. And the possibility of suggesting alternate 

solutions fell far outside the recognized expertise of Park Service employees. 

Time and time again, the resource managers that I spoke with simply wanted 

higher powers to make the problems of smuggling and undocumented migration go away 

in their jurisdiction. Each had their own personal ideas about how that might happen- a 

guest worker program, a national identity card system, increased development in Mexico- 

but generally argued this was beyond their level of professional expertise and legal 

authority. 

 A year or so after I finished up fieldwork at Organ Pipe, President Barak Obama 

was elected to office. A flurry of opinion pieces in Mexico called on the new president to 

tear down the border walls, though this seems unlikely (Bustamente 2009; Huerta 2009; 

La Jornada 2008). Across the U.S.-Mexico border, environmental and humanitarian 

activists celebrated Chertoff’s retirement with parties, and piñatas in his likeness. 

President Obama selected Arizona governor Janet Napolitano, who has in the past 

considered blanket proposals for walls to be of dubious utility, to replace Michael 

Chertoff as Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security. Thus far, the Obama 

administration plans to finish the 670 miles of border walls and vehicle barriers initiated 
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under the Bush administration, though President Obama has not requested additional 

funds for walls. Implementation of a “virtual fence” moves forward (Hsu 2009) and 

Congressional members continue to push for funding for more walls. But the process of 

militarization along the U.S.-Mexico border stretches across many presidential periods 

and party lines. 

 In the short-term, some conservationists and land agency advocates have 

suggested policy reforms to try to correct the prioritization of border security over 

conservation. Congressional repeal of Section 102 of the REAL ID Act could signal a 

power shift in interagency relationships and open the possibility that DHS would be held 

accountable to environmental and other federal laws in its border construction projects. 

Other proposals have called for mitigation funds to address the environmental impacts of 

border enforcement and fund scientific research on the long-term impacts of border walls. 

But the larger contradictions between integration of the U.S. and Mexican 

economies, restrictionist immigration policies, and border militarization will not be 

erased through short-term policy changes. A few proposed long-term solutions seem most 

likely to change the patterns of undocumented migration from Mexico to the U.S. The 

possibility for some kind of immigration reform will be re-visited, and might include 

some combination of legalization of undocumented residents, stricter employer sanctions, 

and expanded temporary foreign worker programs. But the political difficulties of 

immigration reform likely will not change in the near future.  

Long-term development in Mexico, supported by U.S. capital, is also touted as a 

possible approach to slowing migration to the U.S. An equalization of development levels 
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and wage differentials might make possible predictions that the U.S. and Mexico might 

one day consider European-Union type free labor market. As noted in chapter seven, 

development has the possibility of redirecting environmental problems from U.S. border 

parks into Mexico, if the development looks like Rocky Point. When investment is driven 

by U.S. demands for goods, services, and short-term profits, rather than sustainable 

projects, the results will likely not look different than the status-quo.  

 The changing state of the economy may also change levels of migration, 

something not considered in the conversations that I had in 2006 and 2007. 

Undocumented migrants from Mexico come overwhelming to the U.S. to work, 

motivated by work prospects and wage differentials (Cornelius 2007). In the face of what 

could be the worst depression in the U.S. since 1929, there may be less incentive for 

migrants to come to U.S. in the short term if jobs are not available. 

Potential policy solutions to the problem of drug smuggling across the border will 

also be challenging to develop and implement. Demand for marijuana in the U.S. is 

unlikely to change. Smuggling marijuana is a livelihoods adaptation to current economic 

conditions in northern Sonora (Emanuel 2006; Perramond 2004). Thus, alternative 

development strategies in Mexico could shift marijuana production and transport 

elsewhere. Few people I talked with considered the possibility of legalizing marijuana as 

a way to move smuggling out of the Arizona-Sonora border wildlands, not surprising 

given the long and concerted national efforts to maintain prohibition of marijuana 

(Gerber 2004). 
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The processes of undocumented migration and drug smuggling have proved quite 

flexible in their adaptations to changes in border policy, as well as to economic changes. 

The state’s border enforcement project has been equally resilient, reproducing a need for 

itself through the creation of a kind of controlled chaos along the border. The case of 

Organ Pipe, and its image transformation from an isolated nature park to a “dangerous” 

place, well exemplifies this reproduction and resiliency. Once entrenched, it may be 

difficult to reverse the xenophobia-driven, bureaucratic border security apparatus that 

now feeds out millions of dollars in private contracts. Thus, migration and smuggling 

may shift out of Organ Pipe and other border wildlands, but impacts from border 

enforcement could continue. Despite the substantial costs and failures of a waging a 

border war in desert wilderness, this strategy was the most popular and prevalent 

“solution” to the problems of illegal immigration and drug smuggling. The result for 

border environments, land agency staff and their conservation missions, and 

undocumented migrants is that they are collateral damage in the state’s “secure border” 

performance. 
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