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The Context:  Militarization of The U.S. Southern Borderlands 

Militarization along the U.S./Mexico border intensified following the passage of NAFTA in 1994.  The number of Border Patrol agents and other security personnel is ever-increasing. Surveillance technology has spread far from ports of entry to remote wilderness areas.  Over 600 miles of a border wall has been constructed.  Growing federal, state, and local resources are devoted to detention, criminal prosecution, and deportation of undocumented people.  Policy makers characterized the strategy as deterrence:  people would be unwilling to attempt crossing the border in remote and inhospitable areas.  
Humanitarian aid workers witnessing the human costs of border militarization characterize the strategy as “deterrence by death.”  Border Patrol reports indicate increases in the number of human remains found (deaths) even as the number people attempting to cross the border declines.  More difficult border crossing results in greater dependence on smugglers, or coyotes, and strengthens ties between smugglers and drug cartels.  Abuse of migrants by smugglers is common.  Migrants also report abuse at the hands of Border Patrol agents if apprehended.  Humanitarian aid workers document this abuse as they provide food, water and medical assistance to migrants they encounter.
Destruction of rare and fragile ecosystems is another cost of borderlands militarization. The wall is an obvious scar on the landscape, and wall construction destroys rare ecosystems that provide essential habitat for birds and other wildlife, including ocelots, jaguar, and Sonoran pronghorn.  “Boots on the ground” are actually four-wheel drive vehicles and ATVs that contribute to erosion and other environmental damage.  Disregard for the environmental impact of militarization was made possible by the Real ID Act, which waived 36 federal laws related to environmental protection, indigenous sovereignty, and historical preservation – protections that had been hard won by activists and others over many years.
To learn directly from people engaged in efforts to address the human and environmental costs of U.S. border policy, I conducted field work in southeast Arizona and the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. Organized resistance to borderlands militarization is multifaceted and draws supporters from diverse social networks.  I met and interviewed members of national and regional environmental organizations, stakeholders in the nature tourism industry, people of faith and conscience doing humanitarian aid work, immigrant rights activists, and less-politicized volunteers drawn from local communities.  Participant observation of humanitarian aid work was another major component of my field work, which included participation in No More Deaths Alternative Spring Break.  I also made site visits to areas of environmental concern impacted by border militarization.  Through this sabbatical project, I developed a far richer understanding of borderlands militarization and activist responses, compiled diverse source materials, and established contacts that will enable me to remain informed about what activists are witnessing on the frontlines of this ongoing struggle.
ENVRIONMENTAL ACTION & NATURE TOURISM
In Texas and Arizona, I met and interviewed people involved with national and local organizations that mobilized to address the environmental costs of a militarized border policy. At the national level, the Sierra Club and Defenders of Wildlife took a leadership role in filing lawsuits, lobbying, and media campaigns aimed at stopping and mitigating the environmental destruction wrought by militarization.  In addition, numerous conservation, environmental, and nature-tourism organizations that operate on a local or regional level engaged in separate actions and were pivotal in bringing key mainstream national organizations into the struggle.  Representatives from the following organizations were interviewed for my sabbatical project:
· No Border Wall
· Santa Ana Wildlife Refuge, U.S. Fish and Wildlife (Texas)

· Valley Nature Center (Texas)
· Friends of the Wildlife Corridor (Texas)

· Frontera Audubon (Texas)

· Sky Island Alliance (Arizona)

· Defenders of Wildlife (Arizona)

· Center for Biological Diversity (Arizona)

· Sierra Club Borderlands Team (Arizona & Texas)
Through this set of interviews, I learned about the history of organized efforts to address environmental impacts of border militarization, and the personal histories and perspectives of individual activists.  Interviewees spoke on the role of national conservation and environmental organizations, relationships between local groups and national organizations, networking and coalition-building efforts at the local level, and evolving relationships between public land managers, border security agencies, and environmental interest groups.

SITE VISITS

By visiting popular tourism sites in areas of environmental concern, I used unobtrusive observation to collect information on opportunities nature tourism may provide for raising awareness of the environmental impact of borderlands militarization.  I focused on birding hotspots in Texas and Arizona, which attract people from around the world.  In Texas, I visited multiple World Birding Center sites in the Rio Grande Valley, including two wildlife refuges.  The birding areas I visited in Arizona included Fort Huachuca, a military base and birding hotspot in Sierra Vista, and Buenos Aries National Wildlife Refuge, a site of controversy in regard to humanitarian aid workers charged with littering for leaving water jugs in areas where unauthorized migrants are known to travel.  This was the least rigorous of my research activities, but left a few powerful impressions that could lead to more systematic research.
Concern with border security and personal safety is conveyed to visitors in multiple ways.  Border Patrol agents, vehicles, and surveillance equipment are common sights in most of the birding locations I visited, and some popular birding trails require passing through vehicle checkpoints.  Some parking areas and trails are marked with signs that warn visitors about illegal immigration and smuggling activity.  A few places post brochures that call attention to litter as a problem created by migrants, give advice on avoiding contact with people who could be “illegal” and encourage reporting any suspicious activity to Border Patrol.  

One site visit included a guided canoe trip on the Rio Grande organized by the Santa Anna Wildlife Refuge.  Characteristic of my site visits, border patrol was encountered along the river banks, disrupting the otherwise peaceful setting.  When asked, tour guides reported stories about apprehensions along the river, but could give no first-hand accounts of encounters with migrants.  
Despite my intentional efforts to look around and talk with staff, I found little to suggest that these nature attractions are raising awareness about the environmental consequences of border policy.  Exhibits on habitat destruction did not mention or even hint at border policy.  In Texas, I found that visitor services were largely staffed by volunteers who were “winter Texans” (a different type of migrant, known as snowbirds in Arizona) with limited knowledge on local flora and fauna.  In casual conversations, tourists would speak with passion about the natural wonders around us, but appeared to know little about how this place we both loved is endangered by border policy.  

HUMANITARIAN ACTION

Humane Borders, Samaritans, and No More Deaths self-define as “sister organizations” that use different strategies to assist migrants crossing the Sonoran desert.  Humane Borders maintains water stations consisting of two 55-gallon tanks of water located in sites near known migrant trails.  Blue flags fly over the tanks to make the water source visible to migrants in need of water.  Samaritans provide food and medical assistance to migrants they encounter by patrolling desert roads in four wheel drive vehicles and hiking known migrant trails.  Hiking migrant trails in search of migrants in distress and to leave water and food is a major focus of No More Deaths (NMD).  Throughout the spring and summer, NMD also maintains a desert camp that serves as a home base for volunteers who make daily hikes to place jugs of water along active migrant trails and to provide food, water, and medical assistance to migrants they encounter.  By placing water on trails, NMD and Samaritans make water available in areas that Humane Borders cannot service by truck.  In addition to desert aid, No More Deaths also supports three migrant aid stations near ports of entry where Border Patrol releases people being deported.   
In March 2010, I traveled to Arizona and established contact with each of these three organizations.  I attended group meetings, went on patrol with Samaritans, camped in the desert with No More Deaths through their Alternative Spring Break program, made sandwiches for migrants at the aid station in Naco, Sonora, observed Operation Streamline court proceedings in Tucson, and utilized every opportunity to interview volunteers.  By returning to Tucson in September 2010, I was able to spend more time with each group, and added trips with Humane Borders to service water tanks.  Through interactions with humanitarian aid workers, I gained insider information on the history and philosophy of each organization, including affiliations with local churches, the relationships between these organizations, and the relationships between humanitarian aid organizations and government agencies and officials, including Border Patrol, public land managers, and tribal governments.
Alternative Spring Break with No More Deaths

No More Deaths offers four one-week alternative spring break experiences to college students from across the country.  The week begins with several hours of training held in two different churches.  The training includes an overview of border history, civil initiative philosophy, non-violent communication, desert first-aid, migrant encounter protocols, legal issues for humanitarian aid workers, the history of No More Deaths, issues of power and privilege, stress and self-care. When the training concludes, students head out to one of three desert camps.  I was the only non-student participant and was assigned to the group from Notre Dame.  
At camp it was windy, raining for two of five days, and temperatures dropped below freezing overnight. The camp has no running water or shower facilities, and the toilet consists of a communal bucket with a desert view.  Meals are prepared on a two burner camp stove in a canopied area.   There is a medical tent with several cots, but volunteers sleep on the ground in tents or under the stars (in the summer months).  Each day we walk migrant trails, putting out jugs of water, picking up empty water bottles and other trash, and looking for anyone in need of aid.  After dinner and clean-up each evening, we gather in a circle around a campfire and share reflections on our experiences.  

The condition of the trails was a frequent topic of discussion among volunteers, most of whom had not been to the desert areas of the southwest before.  Trails are well-marked, but it is easy to lose your footing on loose gravel, to stumble over rocks, or to slip on the many steep sections of the trail.  We learned that foot and ankle injuries are common among migrants, and deadly for the person who can’t keep up with the group.  Cactus and other thorny vegetation is hard to avoid in the daylight, but more hazardous for migrants who walk at night and may be forced off the trail in an effort to evade Border Patrol.  Debris along the trail offers more evidence of a difficult journey: backpacks with broken straps, good clothing that got too wet to carry, shoes with soles coming apart or with holes cut out where blisters had formed.  Although we saw evidence of recent foot traffic and found sites where water had been used, the group I was with for four days of patrols never encountered migrants.  Experienced volunteers explained that migrants generally stay out of sight unless they need assistance, so we should consider the lack of activity a good sign.

Midweek we made a trip to Nogales, Mexico, to visit three centers that provide assistance to the migrants returned to Mexico by Border Patrol.  This gave us an opportunity to hear several migrants talk about their experiences of detention and separation from family.  Center workers also collect information from migrants on their experiences with Border Patrol.  This data is used for documentation of abuse reports published by No More Deaths.  

After five days at camp, we return to Tucson and reunite with the other two student groups for facilitated debriefing exercises.   The themes for the exercises were: what we witnessed, what gives us hope, and plan of action for returning home.

One final note on my experience with NMD Alternative Spring Break:  Engaging with students outside the framework of the instructor role in an unfamiliar situation proved to be insightful and rewarding.  It was an opportunity to see students in a more multi-faceted, humanizing way.  I was included in conversations about their families, college experiences and future plans.  I witnessed them singing and joking, working together as a team, and having great conversations about Catholic Social Practice/Theory, worker organizing, and campus activism.  The youthful energy could be a bit overwhelming at times, but genuinely enjoyable.
Migrant Resource Center in Naco, Sonora 
Following Alternative Spring Break with No More Deaths, I made arrangements to spend two days observing at a migrant resource center in Naco, Sonora.  The center is located just outside the port of entry, where migrants are dropped-off by border patrol.  These migrants find themselves in an unfamiliar city far from home.  Aid provided by the center meets basic immediate needs –simple food, phone calls, first aid and connecting people to medical services, and assistance arranging bus transportation to return home.  A separate shelter affiliated with the resource center offers three nights lodging, providing a safe space where people can make decisions about what to do next, whether to try to cross the border again or to return home.  
A challenging development for the migrant aid centers is the growing number of people seeking assistance who are not recent migrants, but are deported after living in the U.S. for a number of years.  These are people with families and jobs in communities across the U.S.   This group includes individuals who were raised in the U.S. without documentation, many of whom do not speak Spanish, have no kin or other support networks in Mexico, and are unfamiliar with Mexican culture and social systems.  The services provided by the migrant aid centers were not designed to meet the needs of people in this situation.  The work of the aid station changes with changes in the population served, which would now include developing strategies for supporting families left behind in the U.S.

Operation Streamline

Back in Tucson, the Samaritans and No More Deaths maintain a practice of bearing witness to Operation Streamline proceedings, which they encouraged me to observe.  Under Operation Streamline unauthorized border-crossers are prosecuted in group trials for illegal entry.  I attended once, and was disturbed to see what passes for due process.  
The sound of chains.  A sound I’d never heard before and that chills me even now.  A group of roughly seventy people, each person shackled hands, waist and feet, walks into a courtroom to face charges.  They are brought before the judge in groups of seven.  No defendant speaks English, their legal representatives speak for them as they are processed in a brief, cursory, and highly routinized manner.  All plead guilty, are given prison sentences of 30 to 180 days, and will subsequently be deported.  The next group of seven is called before the judge, and the process is repeated several times over a period of two hours.  This may meet a technical standard for legal rights, but is incomprehensible in relationship to a common sense understanding of due process. 
Art as Activism

One unanticipated outcome of my fieldwork was an introduction to artwork and artists compelled by borderlands militarization.  A Texas Sierra Club contact introduced me to an artist and gallery owner in Brownsville who was organizing an unauthorized art show that would display works on the border wall in a Brownsville park.  I toured his studio and interviewed him about his history of activism and current involvement in opposition to the border wall.  In Tucson, I learned that one of the most active members of the Samaritans is an artist who incorporates objects found along migrant trails into her artwork.  I visited her home, where she has a studio and displays artwork.  Also in Tucson, I met a Sierra Club/Humane Borders member who has published a book of photographs taken in the course of his humanitarian aid work.  On the visit to Nogales with No More Deaths, I saw murals and other artwork displayed on the Mexican side of the border wall.  One of the most powerful pieces was a collage of photographs that formed an image of feet walking, the photos were faces of people, of all ages, who had migrated.  As I reflected on how the art I encountered impacted me personally, I began to develop an appreciation for the potential such art has to engage people to think more critically and to feel a human connection to the issues of immigration and border militarization.

Conclusion
Connection.  Connection to people and place – fundamentally this is what stays with me from my sabbatical.  Experiences that cannot be acquired through following journalistic accounts or consuming academic scholarship on immigration policy and border militarization.  Walking migrant trails, camping with No More Deaths, making sandwiches for migrants in aid stations, and witnessing the mockery of due process that is Operation Streamline brought sensory dimensions to my understanding of unauthorized immigration.  Humanitarian aid workers and environmental activists shared stories of their work, the challenges they face, and their struggle to continue the struggle.  I saw how the border wall scars natural areas, and I felt the intrusive presence of Border Patrol in popular nature tourism sites.  My sabbatical has given me stories to share in the classroom and has deepened my commitment to making immigration issues a standard component of my curriculum.

