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ON THE RECORD

“Common sense tells
you that you want
professionals trained
to the Nth degree to do
jobs like astronaut
jobs.”
Astronaut Jerry Linenger disapproves
of plans by a private company to offer
spacewalks to the public — at a total
cost of $35 million.

“Danger! Water
contains high levels 
of hydrogen.”
Officials in Louisville, Kentucky, post
signs to discourage residents from
playing in the city’s fountains. 

Sources: Washington Post, Louisville
Courier Journal

SCORECARD 
Long-range forecasts
Japanese scientists
unveil plans to create a

30-year weather forecast using
their Earth Simulator
supercomputer.

Plants in space 
China announces that it
will launch a satellite this

autumn solely to breed seeds in
microgravity. 

Australian science
A government audit
shows that Australia may

face a shortage of 20,000
scientists and engineers by 2012.

NUMBER CRUNCH
The Union of Concerned Scientists
recently surveyed 997 researchers
at the US  Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) and found:

70% believe the agency lacks
the resources to protect public
health.

60% knew of commercial
interference in the FDA process. 

18% had been asked to
inappropriately exclude or alter
technical information or their
conclusions.

40% said they could not 
publicly express concerns about
public health without fear of
retaliation.

Source: Union of Concerned Scientists
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Biodiversity Institute in Winthrop, Washing-
ton, has been able to do some research on the
problem. In a survey of the Buenos Aires
National Wildlife Refuge, for example, he
recorded an average of 4 km of illegal trails per
square kilometre of land. Half the trails were
found in the habitat of the endangered Pima
pineapple cactus. Morrison presented his
results last month at the annual meeting of the
Society for Conservation Biology in San Jose,
California. But he and his col-
leagues are now avoiding cer-
tain areas. “It’s getting a bit
scary,” he says. “A lot of people
in the field are questioning
whether they want to keep
doing this work.”

This election season, US politicians have
focused their attention on the problems at the
border. In the past couple of months Presi-
dent George W. Bush has sent thousands of
National Guard troops to aid the 9,000-
strong Border Patrol. And duelling bills in the
House and Senate propose hundreds of kilo-
metres of extra fencing and illuminated
roads. “We are going to see some fencing
built, and some roads built,” says Marshal
Fitz, director of advocacy for the American
Immigration Lawyers Association based in
Washington DC. “It’s just a matter of how
much and when.” 

But although conservationists are pleased
that attention is being paid to the situation, they
are horrified by the influx of troops and the pro-
posed fences. “What they are putting up is like a
Berlin wall, and the border-control guys are cre-
ating roads left and right,” says Briggs. “It has
been a huge setback for the wildlife.”

“It’s very important to try to maintain a

wildlife-friendly border,” agrees Morrison. “If
we put up a 12- or 25-foot high wall, it stops
everything except things that fly from crossing.
That would be a real disaster in the long term.”

Researchers are particularly worried about
the easily spooked migratory Sonoran prong-
horn antelope. Fences would fragment the
endangered antelope populations into even
smaller groups, and the extra stress caused by
border-control traffic might push them over

the brink. Meanwhile trash
piles attract ravens, which
might eat threatened tor-
toises, and all-night lights
disrupt bugs, bats and noc-
turnal cats such as the ocelot

and jaguarondi.
There is an alternative to solid fences. Last

month, Organ Pipe installed a steel rail, one
metre off the ground, which stops cars and
trucks yet allows wildlife through. Park biologist
Tim Tibbets says that since the barrier, funded
by the National Park Service, was erected, vehi-
cle traffic has virtually stopped. Other parks and
the nearby Tohono O’odham Indian reservation
are looking into putting up similar barriers. The
Border Patrol is experimenting with vehicle bar-
riers and is currently coordinating a 10-km sec-
tion, with a view towards extending that to 133
km, along the Arizona border. 

But there seems to be more political support
for the heavy-duty barriers. And many argue
that fences alone won’t solve the problem — in
terms of immigration or conservation. “I think
there is a heavy militaristic hand in the US
response to this,” says Briggs. “There’s momen-
tum now towards putting in these large fences...
I don’t see anyone addressing why immigrants
are coming in the first place.”

“No matter what kind of wall we put up we
are going to have problems,” says Morrison.
“The fundamental solution will be to reduce
the incredible economic disparity between the
countries.”

In the meantime, Neeley and Defenders of
Wildlife contend that the Border Patrol has
neglected the environmental impacts of its
work, and has not fulfilled its legal responsi-
bilities under the Endangered Species Act. 

In a statement to Nature the Border Patrol
said: “Our primary responsibility is to prevent
terrorists and their weapons from entering the
country... We will continue to move forward
and work with other federal agencies to mini-
mize our effects on the environment.” But in an
informal conversation, a Border Patrol spokes-
man said he felt that conservation projects are
just not on the agency’s radar screen.

“There are owls on the southwest border?” 
he added. ■

Emma Marris

“I don’t see anyone
addressing why

immigrants are coming 
in the first place.” 

The Sonoran Desert, a highway for drug traffickers,
is also home to the endangered northern pygmy owl.
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