Add wildlife to victims of border fence
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The House Republicans who helped push through the proposal to construct a 700-mile fence along a third of the U.S. border with Mexico made a sort of Freudian slip Wednesday: In the first paragraph of the e-mail they sent describing the high points of the $21.3 billion “border security and immigration enforcement” measure, they noted the legislation will “criminalize the construction of border fences.”

A little over an hour later, they sent a corrected version that clarified they’d meant to write the law will criminalize building border tunnels.

Too bad they weren’t right the first time.

There is a lot to loathe about this border fence. Those who study the issue contend it will only make border crossing more expensive and dangerous and increase the profit motive for tunnel construction. It will not stop illegal immigration. Clever humans — motivated by desperate, grinding poverty and seeing an opportunity to end it — will continue to cross the border.

Once here, border crossers will have a greater incentive to stay and bring their families rather than risk repeated crossings.

But the issue that has had almost no coverage is what a solid, razor wire-topped, flood-light-illuminated barrier would do to the wild creatures of the air and land that have no method for overcoming such an obstacle to get to the water, food and habitat they need in order to survive.

Such roaming animals include endangered leopards, owls, wolves, parrots and bears that already are clinging to existence in the desert by roaming to get what they need.

Also endangered are migratory hummingbirds, which navigate by the stars. These birds are confused by high-intensity floodlights, such as the ones planned for the fence’s top.

Warnings of wildlife devastation as a consequence of the fence have been sounded by every major wildlife group in the nation — including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service — but they have been drowned out by the cachophony of empty rhetoric, angry reaction and generally pointless vacillation that has passed for immigration reform this year.

This fence through parts of California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas would become the modern-day equivalent of the French-built Maginot Line — an intended barrior to invasion that the German military almost casually circumvented. The Maginot Line remains one of the greatest military blunders of World War II.

We now are poised to construct a great diplomatic and security blunder at our southern border as a chilling monument to wars on terror and immigration. Those who see the art in irony will see the fence as a monument to our fear, inertia and cruelty — to human and beast alike.
