Environmental Impact from Illegal Immigration
By Congressman Tom Tancredo

From his book “In Mortal Danger”
[Illegal Immigrants] turn the land into vast latrine, leaving behind revolting mounds of personal refuse and enough discarded plastic bags to stock Wal-Mart.

-Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steels, “Who left the Door Open?” Time magazine, September 20, 2004

George and Linda Morin own and manage a cattle ranch of twelve thousand acres situated four miles from the Arizona-Mexico border.  For years, they have witnessed people coming across the border looking for jobs-people whom they befriended and aided economically.  This was never a problem for them until the last ten or fifteen years.

Then the Morin’s began to notice a steady increase in the number of illegal aliens coming across their land.  Over the past five or six years, this flow has become, as they put it, a flood.  Their large cattle ranch is a family business requiring a lot of very hard work.  Drought, diseases, and volatile market crashes for beef cattle have made cattle ranching a tough business in even the best circumstances.  The massive flood of illegal immigration has added more hardships.  Consider the following: The waterlines that carry water to the cattle have been cut or broken so many times that the Morins have lost count.  Water in this part of the country is, of course, very valuable and something ranchers are dependent upon for their existence.  For reasons that re sometimes difficult to explain, illegal immigrants often vandalize these waterlines and the wells, even though many ranchers will leave out cups so they can drink from the well.  
The same thing goes for fencing.  Repairing cut fences in now a routine task.  While in Arizona, I witnessed hundreds of miles of broken fences along the border.  Electric switches for water pumps were often jammed or vandalized.  The Morin ranch lost numerous cattle that died after eating plastic trash bags dropped by trespassers they passed through the land.  This slight is all too common throughout this area.  There are regions of the Southwest, especially in Southern Arizona, that are referred to as “pickup sites.”  These are places where large numbers of illegal aliens gather to get a ride because it is near a road or a highway.
When illegals gather at the pickup sites, they embark on the next part of the journey.  They Discard everything they have been carrying because of the “coyotes” (the people who bring the illegals into the United States) require extra space in their trucks.  When I have walked through these sites, I have seen large garbage dumps.  I have referred to the Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument ad the Organ Pipe Cactus National Dump because of the way it appears now.  The trash left behind by the trespassers in not only dangerous to the cattle that eat it, it is despoiling the land and environment in numerous ways.  In one day, George Morin collected forty-two syringes and discarded drug containers left by one group.  

And all of this occurs in plain sights.  An incredible outcry would erupt if the media would pat any attention to it.  In fact, I continuously wonder why there is no uproar from groups like Sierra Club, Friends of the Earth, and other environmental groups that often publicly deplore the despoiling of the land.  Instead, these groups seldom say a word about this problem because it is connected with illegal immigration and, therefore, not a topic to be discussed by left-wing organizations.  

People coming into this country illegally have essentially destroyed large chunks of our pristine desert along the southern border.  Millions upon millions of feet walking have created thousands of footpaths that cannot be regenerated by the natural environment.  In 2002 nearly ninety-two thousand acres of the Coronado National Forest near Tucson, Arizona, were lost to forest fires.  In a repot by Gal Achenbrenner, public affairs officer at the Coronado National Forest, “warming and cooking fires built and abandoned by undocumented aliens have caused wildfires that have destroyed natural and cultural resources.”
Where plants are threatened and destroyed, so is wildlife.  In 2004, Californians for Population Stabilization (CAPS) revealed that “99percent of its native grassland, 80 percent of its coastal wetlands and at least 73 plants and animal are extinct in our state.  Over 150 animals and 280 plants are listed as endangered, threatened, rare.”  Diana Hull, president of CAPS, argued that the prevention of environmental degradation is impossible to stop “until we stabilize our populations.  California also faces water and energy shortages, but politicians lack the courage and will to tackle the problems.”

Hull’s Statement points to another serious problem threatening not just the landscape of the border states but the rest of the nation’s natural resources.  By allowing millions of pole into the country, the increase in the consumption of natural resources leaves and ever-decreasing supply of those resources.

According to the Census Bureau, of the 281 million people in the United States in 2000, 31 million were naturalized citizens, resident legal aliens, and resident illegal aliens.  By the year 2100, the Census Bureau projects that the population will increase by 50 percent with 66 percent of the population consisting of post-2000 immigrants and their families.  With this kind of projected growth, there are certain aspects of the environment that are sure to be impacted.  Consider the following:

· One acre of natural habitat or farmland is converted to built-up space or highway for each person added to the U.S. population.

· More than 99.3 percent of the U.S. food comes from the land.

· Of the nearly 470 million acres of arable land that are now in cultivation in the united States, more than 1 million acres are lost from cultivation each year due to urbanization, multiplying transportation networks, and industrial expansion.
· If present population growth and other trends continue, over the next sixty years, both degradation and urbanization will diminish our arable land base of 470 million acres by 120 million acres.

· Only 0.6 percent of arable land per person will be available in 2050, whereas more than 1.2 acres per person are needed to provide a diverse diet (currently 1.6 acres of arable land per person are available).

· A doubling of the American populations will accelerate the need for food.  For every 1 percent increase in food demand, the price at the farm gate increases 4.5 percent.

· If present trends in population growth, domestic food consumption, and topsoil loss continue, the U.S. food exports (and the income from them) will cease by 2030.

· Groundwater provides 31 percent of the water used in U.S. agriculture and is, on average, being depleted 25 percent in excess of recharge rates.

· Even in water management is substantially improved, the 560 million Americans by 2060 will have only 700 gallons per day per capita, considered minimum for all human needs.  This assumes even distribution, which is no the case-much of our populations and agricultural production is in arid and semi-arid regions.

Thus, conserving our resources in not enough.  We must do everything possible to secure our borders and stabilize our populations.  One such measure is to propose legislation that promotes “carrying capacity.”  This concept:

refers to the number of individuals who can be supported in a given area within natural resource limits, and without degrading the natural social, cultural and economic environment for present and future generations. The carrying capacity for any given area is not fixed.  It can be altered by improved technology, but mostly it is changed for the worse by pressures that accompany a population increase.  As the environment is degraded, carrying capacity actually shrinks, leaving the environment no longer able to support even the number of people who could formerly have lived in the area on a sustainable basis.

By proposing legislation that promotes carrying capacity, we tackle several problems, including environmental issues, immigration reform and national security.

Perhaps the most disconcerting aspect is the social environment that residents and children at the border are facing. There are more dangerous aspects that human waste and unsightly trash polluting the landscape.  Because many of the people coming across the border are carrying large quantities of illegal drugs for resale guards and automatic weapons accompany them.  These are not people who simply drop everything and run when they are confronted by a rancher or a Border Patrol official.  They opt to open fire, and many times have done just that.


Some of the illegals who are not directly connected to drug trafficking have been very indifferent, very aggressive, and very antagonistic to the ranchers in the area.  Ranchers have been threatened physically, assaulted, family members threatened, had their wells vandalized, or endured break-ins at their home, barns, or outbuildings.  And so almost everyone in this area is armed.  Children go to school armed because their parents are afraid to send them alone. 


Ranchers are forced to keep shotguns or other firearms by their doors.  And they do this out of necessity, not because they’re gun freaks.  As one rancher told me, “nobody should have to live like this.  We have lived here for generations.  Nobody ever locked their doors.  Nobody ever locked their cars.”  This was the idyllic, picturesque rural life that most people believed existed in this country.  Yet another aspect of the American way of life is threatened by these open-border policies.  


Larry and Toni Vance live just one mile from the border and three miles from Douglas, Arizona, port of entry.  Larry is the son of a legal Mexican immigrant.  The couple has lived in the area for twenty-nine years.  Like other American families who have been born and raised along the border, the Vance family has seen many changes over the last three decades.  And they have seen a change for the worse in the illegal aliens crossing their land.


In the 1970s and 1980s, there were few drug smugglers.  Most groups coming across their land were small (numbering three to five people), and the migrants were polite and often stopped to ask directions or for a drink of water.  Still, there were times when bandits posed a danger to the border residents.  Burglaries were common; the Vance home was burglarized twice.  Eventually there was a crackdown on the border crossings.  The border Patrol was beefed up, and the crime problem was brought under control.

But by the mid-1990s, the Vances noticed a dramatic increase in the number of groups of illegal trespassers.  By 1997 the Vance family witnessed twenty groups of twenty or more people a day, and those groups would pass through at all hours of the day and night.


The makeup of the groups also began to change.  Now women and children, sometimes even pregnant women and elderly people, were part of the growing groups.  At one point the illegals were coming so close to the Vance house, the couple could not sleep at night because their dogs would bark themselves hoarse each night at all the foot traffic.  


In September 1999 the Vances’ two dogs were poisoned.  Bandits preyed on the helpless illegal aliens, robbing, beating, and raping the migrants.  The screams of the victims were often heard across the desert at night.  The Vances installed a high chain-link fence around their house and wrought-iron window guards.  Such measures ere unheard-of in rural Arizona until the mid-1990s; such changes are traceable to the rising crime rates from illegal aliens.


The Vances’ horses often escaped and had to be chased the next day because their fences were knocked down or cut.  By 2000 Larry Vance stopped trying to keep horses because it became too difficult and too expensive to keep fence repaired.  


Like other ranchers, Larry used to keep water troughs filled for the wildlife.  But he can no longer do that because illegal aliens constantly break his water lines.  Additionally, the Vances have to contend with huge amounts of trash left by the migrant flocks.


Traffic accidents cause by illegal aliens chasing other vehicles or just careening into a ditch have become regular occurrences.  Many local residents have been killed by crashing into cars and trucks driven by rampaging illegals as they race across the border.


The live of ranchers like Larry and Toni Vane and George and Linda Morin have been radically altered in the last decade because their own government has repeatedly failed to protect them and their land from invasion.  And invasion is exactly the proper term for what occurring.

Not many people beyond their immediate family and the immediate area around Douglas know of the Vances’ predicament.  But all Americans should know that these people are in a war zone.  They are fighting a war, and they feel like their own government has abandoned them.


When I visited them, I did not bring them good news.  I could not say to them, “Don’t worry, the government is going to come to your rescues.  The government is going to do what it knows it should do and what it promises to do for every American citizen, namely, to protect your lives and property.”  I wish I could have told them that.  But in all candor, I couldn’t.  That because the government has chosen to ignore the Vances, the Morins, and all the families who are living along our borders.


I have never seen a greater divide between what the pole of this country want and need and what their elected officials are willing to give them.  The time to act is now.  If we don’t, the dire scenarios cataloged at the beginning of this chapter will quickly become a grievous reality for all Americans.
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