CHAPTER VI  ENVIRONMENT—BETTER COLLABORATION 

ON BORDER ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES WILL BENEFIT 

LOCAL POPULATION

When the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed in 1993, opponents predicted a steady decline in the state of the environment along the U.S.-Mexico border, including increased air and water pollution, natural ecosystem degradation, and a breakdown in infrastructure to deal with these issues
.  While some positive steps have been taken, the environmental quality of the border, particularly in the San Diego-Tijuana region, is worsening with much work remaining to be done.  However, NAFTA is not solely to blame. 

Rapid population growth, combined with a lack of coordinated planning, little attention to capacity-building, and few improvements in infrastructure, has heavily impacted the local landscape along the border.  Migrants from mainland Mexico and Central America have settled in steep canyons, river valleys and slopes and on the eastern and southern fringes of Tijuana, creating environmental challenges in fragile and threatened ecosystems.  Urban sprawl in San Diego is creeping east, creating additional pressure on the remaining wildlife habitat in the San Diego-Tijuana region.  Aging infrastructure in urban areas is affecting sewage treatment facilities, resulting in spills throughout the year that cause beach closures and human health threats.  Increased power and water demands have authorities scrambling for new solutions.  Finally, the focus on border security following the 9/11 attacks is slowing vehicle traffic at the Otay Mesa and San Ysidro ports-of-entry, increasing wait times and auto emissions, resulting in reduced air quality for nearby communities.

The cross-border nature of these issues is clear.  The Tijuana River Watershed drains into the Pacific Ocean in the U.S., but two-thirds of the watershed lies on Mexican soil.  There are at least three known wildlife corridors that cross the California-Baja California boundary.  Power plants built in Mexico are destined to provide electricity for U.S. consumers.  Water from the Colorado River serves communities in both San Diego and Tijuana.  How can decision-makers address these realities if they consider only one side of the border?

This chapter will highlight examples of cross-border environmental challenges (water and air quality, sand mining, solid waste, fisheries), as well as ongoing initiatives to address them.  One exciting result has been the collaboration in the non-profit community to reduce the challenges that an arbitrary political boundary presents.  Through environmental education, environmental justice, watershed planning, and land conservation initiatives, non-profits are working together to solve cross-border environmental issues.  While government agencies tackle large-scale infrastructure projects related to air and water quality, non-profits are collaborating at the grassroots level to share best practices and technical data, engage local communities in solving these problems, and reduce impacts wherever possible. 

More attention at every level to these efforts will bring substantial aesthetic, health-related, and environmental benefits to local communities.

Cross-Border Environmental Challenges

Water Quality

In 2000, the U.S. Congress passed the Beaches Coastal Assessment and Coastal Health Act, which mandated water quality testing at beaches throughout the country.  The County of San Diego’s Department of Environmental Health, the local Surfrider Foundation chapter, and San Diego Baykeeper are spearheading the citizen monitoring efforts at local beaches.  What they have discovered is that stormwater runoff during the winter – including animal waste, paint, cleaners, fertilizers, and pesticides – is causing near-shore pollution to many San Diego beaches.  Because the storm drain system is not connected to the sewer system, this runoff from winter storms drains directly into the ocean.  Sewage spills, as well as broken or leaking pipes, can also cause high levels of near-shore water pollution.
  This pollution has direct links to bacterial and viral infections experienced by surfers, swimmers, and divers each year.

Mexico does not yet have mandatory water testing, but several local volunteer groups are testing the beach water quality in Tijuana.  Grupo Ecologista “Gaviotas” Playas de Tijuana, A.C. has constructed a laboratory to conduct water quality tests at several locations and is presenting these results to local authorities.  Ja Jan, which means “clean water” in the indigenous Pai Pai language, is working with San Diego Baykeeper on a similar program for the Baja California coastline.  These efforts are uncovering similar results to those in San Diego and can benefit tremendously from the leadership of the U.S.-based groups. 

Nowhere is the issue of water pollution more important than in the Tijuana Estuary.  This large wetlands complex is considered one of the premier salt marsh locations in Southern California, with critical nesting, nursery, and stopover grounds for migratory birds, fish, and shorebirds (see text box).  It is also the point at which the Tijuana River Watershed drains into the Pacific Ocean, bringing raw and overflow treated sewage, trash, and hazardous materials from both Mexico and U.S. sources into a protected area that is used by thousands of recreational visitors each year.  Clearly, this is a public health issue as well as an environmental one.  

	BINATIONAL PARTNERSHIP AT WORK IN THE TIJUANA RESERVE

The Tijuana River National Estuarine Research Reserve (TRNERR) in Imperial Beach, California lies directly adjacent to the Mexican border for almost three miles.  Research and restoration projects over the past decade have improved the salt marsh, dune, and wetlands ecosystems, providing winter habitat and stopover for at least 370 species of birds, but continual impacts from the rest of the watershed (of which two-thirds is in Mexico) are slowing these efforts down.  Nearby canyons have been inappropriately developed by squatters, depositing several feet of soil and trash in fragile wetlands each year.

For almost a decade, TRNERR staff has looked across the border to Tijuana for help in solving this problem, using environmental education and innovative projects to bridge political boundaries.  TRNERR staff carried out neighborhood workshops and trainings on erosion control, reforestation, and deforestation; student exchanges; and pilot restoration projects.  The Ecoparque wastewater treatment and reclamation facility in Tijuana developed out of this outreach effort.  Mexican non-profits, such as Gaviotas and Proyecto Fronterizo de Educación Ambiental (PFEA), continue to collaborate with TRNERR staff on water quality monitoring and an ongoing teacher-training program.

This long-term partnership has garnered several tangible results in 2003 alone.  First, the municipalities of Tijuana and Tecate are now members of the TRNERR management authority, which gives decision-making authority to these Mexican stakeholders.  The California Coastal Conservancy, another member of the TRNERR management authority, has granted over $200,000 through ICF to carry out a research and project feasibility study in Los Laureles Canyon in Tijuana – the first grant outside California for that agency.  Municipal authorities in Tijuana are also seeking input on new parks and infrastructure projects that may impact the reserve.

In 2004, ICF will provide several grants that will more proactively engage local Tijuana non-profit organizations to promote environmental education and “best practices” in those Tijuana communities with the most direct impacts on the TRNERR. 


Addressing water quality will also require coordinated action from municipal authorities, state officials, and federal agencies, as well as a large capital investment in infrastructure, especially in sewage treatment capacity.  Currently, Tijuana relies heavily on San Diego for treatment of wastewater, as the municipality lacks capacity for treating all wastewater from the rapidly growing population.  According to one estimate, about 40% of wastewater in Tijuana is untreated and runs directly into streams.
  Moreover, the wastewater from Baja California only receives primary treatment, and is pumped into the ocean in Imperial Beach without secondary treatment, although that level of treatment was stipulated in the agreement between the United States and Mexico.

Although wastewater treatment obstacles between the two nations are well-documented, one excellent example of a past success is the Ecoparque in Tijuana, which was built with funding from both the U.S. and Mexico.  Not only has the project produced green spaces in a city with very little park space, but it is also an important education tool for students, residents, and government representatives from both sides of the border.

Sand Mining

Sand is another natural resource that has been exploited on both sides of the border.  Since much of San Diego’s remaining sand is located in protected areas or has already been used for construction and development projects, sand imports, both legal and illegal, have become the norm.  In Tijuana and Tecate, rapid urbanization has negatively impacted the ecosystem, including beaches, riverbeds, and sand in these locations, at the same time as demand for sand north of the border is growing.

Both Tecate and Ensenada have been major suppliers and victims of removal of sand from their riverbeds and beaches.  In recent years, the negative impacts on the environment of sand export from Baja California to California has rapidly attracted attention from environmentalists and Baja California’s government, culminating in a temporary ban on sand exports from Baja California.  In areas where sand has been mined intensively, both in California and Baja California, negative impacts are visible.  Fragile riverbeds have been damaged, salt marshes have been rapidly lost, and, in Tecate, it is feared that sand mining has altered the stream flow so much that it could possibly cause flooding in an adjacent neighborhood when it rains heavily.
  

Ironically, some of the sand that was exported to San Diego was destined for use in erosion control on its beaches, while the sand mining contributes to higher possibility of erosion of riverbeds in Baja California.  This is an instance where development and erosion control projects in the U.S. have depended on a resource that can be more abundantly found in Mexico, but with little regard to the long-term regional consequences.  For example, in the case of the Tecate River (an upstream section of the Tijuana River Watershed), sediment from riverbed erosion eventually makes its way to the Tijuana Estuary, where the increased sedimentation is altering the ecosystem so quickly that park managers are unable to respond with appropriate mitigation measures.  

Many municipalities are still solving the problem of riverbed erosion with concrete channelization, which is designed to stabilize the river’s slopes, but also reduces riparian habitat and increases water velocity and volume.  Downstream impacts can be devastating – increases in flooding, sedimentation, and erosion, reductions in aquifer recharge rates, and loss of riparian wildlife habitat.  Furthermore, other benefits from urban rivers, such as recreation and natural viewsheds are also reduced.
  In Tecate, the non-profit community is working with local municipal authorities and universities to implement a Tecate River Park, which would reduce sedimentation in Tecate’s downtown, provide water quality benefits for the municipality of Tecate, including the Tecate Brewery, and add bike paths and walking trails at the river’s edge.  This would then eliminate the need for a concrete channel in the Tecate region. 

Air Quality  

Although most of the cross-border environmental challenges mentioned in this chapter have clear links to human health, none has been more closely studied and monitored than air pollution.  The San Diego-Tijuana area comprises a binational airshed, resulting in shared impacts, depending on the seasonal variations of wind circulation.  Children and the elderly suffer most from poor air quality, including the long-term effects of asthma brought on mainly by dust.  Urbanization in San Diego and Tijuana is also reducing vegetative cover, which helps recycle carbon dioxide and filters other pollutants.  

A binational implementation plan could drastically benefit local populations on both sides of the border.  In November 2002, the Mexican and U.S. governments announced the Border Air Quality Strategy that aims to help evaluate feasibility of coordinated airshed management.
  In the recent Sixth Report to the United States President and Congress, the Good Neighbor Environmental Board advocates establishing airshed-based emissions caps.
  These recommendations and planning efforts, while a step in the right direction, are not changing on-the-ground decisions regarding policy and program implementation.  More work must be done at the local level to implement some of the most innovative suggestions.

For example, airshed-based emission caps could be utilized in areas like eastern Tijuana, which is redeveloping its agricultural and grazing areas to make way for new industrial facilities, residential complexes, and a new border crossing.  This rapidly urbanizing area between Tijuana and Tecate is adjacent to the U.S.-based, 18,500-acre Otay National Wilderness Area, which would absorb the projected seasonal air quality impacts.  Mitigating these impacts through a complementary land conservation program on the Mexican side (much like carbon offset projects in Latin America that are funded by U.S. companies) would keep existing wildlife corridors open, create recreational and open space areas for new residents, as well as reduce air pollution.  Another solution to air quality issues based on airshed approach would be emissions permit trading system that encompasses an airshed, rather than being limited by political boundaries.  This would enable energy producers to reduce emissions cost-effectively by concentrating their efforts in Mexico, potentially bringing significantly larger improvement in air quality.

If the cross-border region cannot be addressed as a common airshed, then individual sources of pollution must be tackled in a binational fashion. One source, particularly noted in San Diego-Tijuana area, is vehicle emissions, especially from older vehicles and those with diesel engines.  The problem is most visible at the border crossings, but it is prevalent in all parts of the region.  The advent of the U.S. VISIT program, a new homeland security measure to track visitors and legal residents entering and exiting the U.S., is sure to increase wait times at the border, and thereby increase auto emissions.  Furthermore, a new border crossing in eastern Otay Mesa will force vehicles to drive further away from metropolitan areas, which eliminates the air quality benefit of reduced wait times.

Because of the dry climate, dust also contributes to air pollution in the San Diego-Tijuana region.  Unpaved roads – and the oil, gas, and other liquids that seep into the soil – are one source, especially in the heavily-patrolled dirt roads directly adjacent to the border fence.  In fact, as part of the proposed 14-mile triple border fence, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers is proposing to remove hilltops and natural ridgelines to fill canyons and create a high-speed road, which will not only release huge quantities of silt into fragile wetlands
, but will also produce substantial dust during the construction process, blanketing local residences and natural areas for three years or more.
 

Power plants are often targeted as sources for air pollution and the California-Baja California border region is no exception.  The aging power plant in Rosarito has long been criticized, and other power plants along the border (existing and planned) have come under increased scrutiny in recent years.  The fear is that companies that operate in Mexico would not comply with regional air quality standards on the northern side of the border, negatively affecting local residents’ health.  

While planned and operating power plants on the border have created much anxiety and concern among area residents, one positive effect has been that this common concern has prompted the region’s residents and environmentalists to join forces and forge alliances across the border.  Recognizing that additional power plants and Liquid Natural Gas facilities will eventually be constructed, one particular coalition, the Border Power Plant Working Group, has focused on creating the most cost-effective, environmentally sustainable design elements “to minimize air, water, and waste generation impacts (that are) essential to avoiding further environmental degradation in the region.”
 
The binational alliances have been quite effective in some instances in promoting power plants on the Mexican side of the border that conform to the standards in California.  These groups are morphing into formal coalitions, such as the Binational Air Quality Alliance in the San Diego-Tijuana border, and the newly-created Imperial-Mexicali Clean Air Stakeholders/ Interesados en el Aire Limpio de Imperial y Mexicali (IMECAS/AILMEX).  Both were formed by an equal number of representatives from the US and Mexico (15 each); have co-chairs from each country; and include representatives from the federal, state and local governments, as well as members from industry, academia and non-profits.  The objective is to serve in an advisory capacity to the government agencies, to serve as a public forum for the discussion of air quality in the region, to advocate clean air in the air basin for the betterment of health, and to support projects related to air quality and related health issues.
  In recognition of their importance, both of these binational alliances were asked by USEPA, and accepted the request, to serve as task forces under USEPA’s Border 2012 plan.

Solid Waste Disposal

Trash burning and particulate matter in the border region are also linked to air pollution, and therefore to impacts on human health.  One source for this problem is that the garbage collection service has not been able to keep up with the increasing amount of garbage generated in Baja California.  In Tijuana, for example, 40% of the garbage collection vehicles need to be renovated, and the fleet needs to be expanded by 30% by 2004 just to maintain the current coverage.
  In some areas, it is simply too hard for the collection vehicles to access many of Tijuana’s newly-established squatter communities, which often lack roads that can accommodate their heavy loads.  In these communities, uncollected garbage accumulates and poses health threats, especially when clogged drains cause flooding in residential areas. 

A particularly notable environmental hazard is used tires that are often used as fuel for brick factories
, although this practice was officially banned in Mexico in April 2002
.  Furthermore, although it is illegal to import used tires into Mexico on the mainland, it is still legal in Baja California.
 In fact, there are an estimated 3.7 million tires stockpiled in Tijuana alone, presenting a human health risk from hazardous air pollution should those tires catch fire.
 In addition to the toxic smoke, burning tires melt into oil that can seep into ground water or run into streams and lakes.  An ongoing study of waste tire piles, sponsored by US EPA’s Office of International Activities, with collaboration from local and federal officials on both sides of the border, has produced a photographic inventory of more than thirty tire pile sites along the California/Baja California and Arizona/Sonora border in an area within 15 miles from the international border.
  In 2004, the study will focus on tire pile sites in Baja California and Sonora, where the inventory has identified 21 potential tire pile sites.
  In one of the tire pile sites in Baja California, El Centinela, UABC researchers calculated that there were approximately 1.3 million tires.
  El Centinela tire pile actually caught fire in 2003 and burned over 200,000 tires.  The fire was contained thanks to assistance from Imperial County Fire Department.

Air pollution is not the only hazard associated with used tires.  In the case of Tijuana’s Los Laureles Canyon, located just across the international line from Border State Park in Imperial Beach, over 5,000 tires last year alone washed through culverts in Tijuana and were ultimately deposited in the Tijuana River National Estuarine Research Reserve (TRNERR), choking native wetlands and coastal scrub habitat on the U.S. side of the border.
  These tires were used for sub-standard housing foundations on steep hillsides by migrant families moving into Los Laureles Canyon and were washed away during last winter’s flash floods. 

There are even more direct health impacts from used tires, including disease.  Stored tires collect water, and thus become the breeding beds for mosquitoes, which may carry dengue, yellow fever, and West Nile Virus.  Following the hurricanes of fall 2003, there were 1,319 dengue outbreaks in Baja California Sur; smaller outbreaks occurred around the same time in Sonora and Sinaloa.
  All of these regions send migrants to Baja California, and especially to the border.

Hazardous waste is one area where the U.S. and Mexico have collaborated quite successfully in tracking, but have not adequately addressed enforcement.  The transfer and disposal of hazardous waste from the maquiladora industry was a huge concern for NAFTA opponents.  According to Kopinak (2002), in 1999, 83,532 tons of hazardous waste (by Mexican standards) was sent from Mexico to the United States.  From the United States, on the other hand, 254,537 tons of hazardous waste was sent to Mexico for recycling. From NAFTA, it was agreed that hazardous waste is to be returned to the country of origin, yet researchers have argued that, in reality, much of the waste remains in Mexico.  In Mexico, unlike hazardous waste disposal facilities, the recycling facilities are not required to dispose of the hazardous material in a short time.  Inadequate storage of hazardous waste by these recycling facilities can cause serious health damage to local residents.  

Currently, the capacity of US facilities for hazardous waste disposal exceeds demand.  Yet, the high costs of proper disposal in the United States, coupled with the lack of enforcement capacity of Mexican regulators, have contributed to illegal dumping of these wastes in Mexico.  Shortly after the passage of NAFTA, the development of a binational tracking system raised the costs of engaging in illegal dumping, but in summer 2003, the cross-border tracking was discontinued due to budget cuts at USEPA.
  It is still very difficult to access information on hazardous waste production in Mexican plants, despite the passage of a law in December 2001 that makes it mandatory for industries to report the pollutants they release into the environment and the right for citizens to obtain access to this information.

Fisheries
Fisheries management is a global challenge with declining fish stocks in many of our international waters.  In California, fisheries for abalone and spiny lobster have been closed completely, due to dramatic declines in statewide populations.  In winter 2003, the nearshore fishery for several species of rockfish was closed as a precautionary measure to ensure the species’ long-term survival.
  Obviously, these closures affect the sport and commercial fishing businesses in San Diego, which in turn, affect tourism.

As U.S. federal and state regulators continue to monitor targeted fisheries, they have not worked closely with their Mexican counterparts to ensure regulatory and enforcement continuity across the border.  Increasingly, sport and commercial fishermen leaving San Diego Bay travel south to Mexican waters, where these restrictions either do not exist or are not enforced.  The rockfish, abalone and spiny lobster fisheries remain open in Mexico.  More research is needed on these fisheries near the San Diego-Tijuana border to determine if closing the fishery in only one country is having any impact on species recovery.

Marine reserves are one way to address declining fisheries and at least one has been established in the San Diego-Tijuana region.  The Coronado Islands, which lie adjacent to the San Diego-Tijuana region, are a Mexican national marine park, although fishing is allowed.  Other options include no-take zones and certified fisheries.  For example, in Baja California Sur, Conservación y Biodiversidad, A.C. (COBI) is working with a local ejido (group of communal farmers) to certify their local spiny lobster fishery as a “sustainable fishery” from the Marine Stewardship Council.

Ongoing Environmental Initiatives in the San Diego-Tijuana Region 

Land Conservation 

Regional Description

The border region of San Diego County and Baja California lies within the California Floristic Province, which has been identified as one of 25 global biodiversity hotspots.
  The dominant coastal sage scrub and chaparral habitats, found on both sides of the border, harbor over two hundred species of plants and animals that are listed or proposed to be listed as endangered, threatened, or rare by the US federal or state governments.  

Although urbanization is rapidly decreasing the wilderness areas in Baja California (see section on housing and urban sprawl in earlier chapter “Planning for the Future”), it still retains areas rich in biodiversity, including endemic species.  For example, the population of Peninsular Bighorn Sheep in California has declined from nearly 1,200 in the 1970s down to about 400 in 2000, and the species is federally listed as endangered.  In Baja California, however, there are still 2,000 to 2,500 peninsular bighorn sheep remaining, which is significantly less than the 4,500 to 7,800 in the 1970s, but still a much larger population than in California.
 

What this means is that species that are becoming extinct in California may be conserved in Baja California, and given the difference in land prices of the two states, the same financial investment could potentially achieve much more extensive conservation in Baja California than in California.  This opportunity may be rapidly lost, however, if we do not act quickly – in Tijuana, it is estimated that the urban area grows by 2.25 hectares every day.
  In addition, there are currently no protected areas on the Mexican side of the border.

Natural events also play a significant role in the viability of our regional wildlife habitat.  San Diego County is spending millions of dollars to save its endangered and threatened species by declaring new protected areas and establishing Multiple Species Conservation Plans throughout the county.  However, as evidenced by the widespread wildfires in October 2003, these ecosystems have a fire regime that can devastate huge areas (50 square miles in San Diego County alone), including lands set aside for habitat conservation.  These natural events illustrate the need to create adjacent protected areas in the border region of Mexico to ensure that local wildlife can migrate to similar habitat that might not have been affected by a wildfire.  In fact, these are well-worn patterns, as wildlife travels back and forth across the border to find water sources during times of water scarcity.

In addition to urbanization and natural events, our unique region suffers from other man-made threats.  Most recently, the proposed 14-mile border fence threatens the Tijuana River National Estuarine Research Reserve, which parallels the border from the Pacific Ocean to nearly three miles inland.  The proposed border fence will dramatically affect this site, which supports at least 53 rare and endangered species, as unique mesa tops are bulldozed to fill canyons.  Rearranging these micro-ecosystems will create an even fence line and a smoother road network, but it will also increase erosion into the wetlands, disrupt natural water flows from Mexico, and destroy micro-climates on each mesa.
  Here, too, California and Baja California individuals, groups and governments can benefit mutually from closer collaboration as this project comes closer to being approved by federal authorities.

TRIPLE BORDER FENCE

The already deleterious environmental conditions along the U.S.-Mexican border are facing a renewed challenge with the construction of a $58-million 14-mile-long triple border fence and corresponding patrol roads.  This project, initiated in 1996 and reinvigorated with the recent passing of Congress’ Homeland Security Bill, is to augment the existing border fence with two others, cumulatively spanning a 150-foot wide swath of development.  With nine miles of the fourteen-mile project complete, only the western most sections of the project are yet to be constructed.

The project’s potential environmental impact is highlighted along the final 3.5 miles of the project, which constitutes portions of the Tijuana River National Estuarine Research Reserve and Border Field State Park on the U.S. side.  Along this sensitive wetland area, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers aims to cut-and-fill two main tributaries to the Tijuana River: Goat Canyon and Smuggler’s Gulch.  To construct the proposed high-speed patrol roads, the project’s design is to build a 165-foot-tall earthen bridge across the half-mile span of Smuggler’s Gulch by bulldozing nearly two million cubic yards of sediment from adjacent landscape.  Not only will both fills send huge quantities of silt into fragile wetlands
, but the project will effectively destroy habitat for at least three endangered species in the region and the maritime succulent scrub, which has already lost 92% of its habitat statewide.

On February 10, 2004, a coalition of environmental groups brought a lawsuit against the U.S. Bureau of Customs and Border Protection to stop the plan’s final implementation due to a lack of properly formulated environmental impact reports.  The environmental coalition is comprised of the San Diego Audubon Society, the Sierra Club, the California Native Plant Society, Southwest Wetlands Interpretive Association, San Diego BayKeeper and the Center for Biological Diversity.
  On February 18, 2004, the California Coastal Commission voted unanimously to oppose the proposal due to potential environmentally harmful impacts of the fence and patrol roads.  Along with the Commission, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has publicly opposed the plan.

Conservation Priorities in the Border Zone

As mentioned above, the area between Tijuana and Tecate is becoming rapidly urbanized, with booming population growth and little zoning and land use planning at the municipal level.  If it continues at its current pace, there will be a 78-kilometer urban barrier between public lands that are under conservation management on the U.S. side (the 18,500-acre Otay Mountain Wilderness Area, the 7,547-acre Hauser Wilderness Area, and 13,480-acre Pine Creek Wilderness Area) and intact ecosystems on the Mexican side, which are not protected.  This will disrupt wildlife travel between the two zones, and will reduce the flow of floral species across the border. On the Mexican side, this area is also characterized by agricultural and industrial lands, which will be quickly transformed into urban areas.  

There is a second potential conservation zone between Tecate and Mexicali – a 1,800-square-kilometer zone that links the small, 5,000-acre Parque Constitución 1857 to the U.S. border.  Although there are many private parcels on the U.S. side, there are also large-scale public lands nearby, including the 494,200-acre Cleveland National Forest and the 600,000-acre Anza-Borrego Desert State Park.  There is little infrastructure in this region and it has a small population, with large swaths of relatively undisturbed desert-to-mountain habitat on both sides of the border.  However, it is being impacted by extensive rural development, especially housing.

Because of the work spearheaded by the South Coast Wildlands Project in 2000 as part of the “Missing Linkages” project (see text box), local non-profits in San Diego and Baja California are collaborating on regional conservation strategies and site-specific land management for several wildlife corridors that cross the border in the above-mentioned regions.  In early 2003, Fundación La Puerta, A.C., dedicated the first binational conservation easement in the U.S.-Mexico region – the 2,233-acre Cuchama area near Tecate.  This was the first concrete step toward a land conservation campaign for the California-Baja California border.

	BINATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS AT WORK IN THE ENVIRONMENT:  

Pronatura and Conservation Biology Institute

The California-Baja California border is unique for its biodiversity and for its conservation potential.  The region contains dozens of endangered plant and animal species, as well as threatened water resources, such as the Colorado River and the Alto Golfo de California (Upper Gulf of California).  The region shares ecosystems, such as coastal sage scrub and various types of chapparal, which are globally-recognized for their importance as wildlife habitat to threatened species.  Furthermore, this border area is considered a critical stopover point for millions of migratory birds journeying south.

In 2000, scientists gathered at a “Missing Linkages” conference, which was designed to identify active and potential wildlife corridors in California.  What they discovered was that several of the southernmost corridors extend into Baja California, especially for large mammals, such as the Peninsular Bighorn Sheep and mountain lion.  The group resolved to continue studying these corridors and hopefully protect them over the long term.  Pronatura Noroeste-Mar de Cortés (Pronatura), a leading conservation organization based in Ensenada, and Conservation Biology Institute (CBI), a scientific institution based in San Diego, were present at those meetings and agreed to bring their technical expertise and scientific knowledge together to benefit this large-scale initiative.

Three years passed before a concrete opportunity to collaborate appeared.  In 2003, the San Diego Foundation and the International Community Foundation simultaneously funded Pronatura and CBI to launch the “Las Californias Binational Conservation Initiative-Phase II,” which is designed to identify potential binational conservation areas along the California-Baja California border.  This project will identify the best and most intact examples of these habitats on both sides of the border and will propose priority sites for conservation at a regional level.  In addition, Pronatura will take a closer look at the rapidly-disappearing open space between Tijuana and Tecate to see if there is an opportunity to protect this corridor before it is too late.  CBI released the first report from this initiative in July 2003, entitled “La Posta Linkage Portfolio: San Diego County, California.”  The Nature Conservancy is also providing in-kind training and technical support to this initiative.


Another regional initiative, Conservation Priorities for the Gulf of California, is led by the Coalition for the Sustainability of the Gulf of California.  This group of Mexican non-profits, corporations, academic institutions, and international conservation organizations has issued a map, using 13 marine and terrestrial taxonomic groups as indicators to identify priority sites in the Gulf of California for conservation.  The California-Baja California border area scored very high in terrestrial flora and fauna, birds, and freshwater fish.
  This work corresponds well with the “Missing Linkages” findings, encouraging local civic leaders and decision-makers to press ahead with a binational conservation campaign in the San Diego-Tijuana area.

Watershed Planning

Watershed planning is relatively new to Southern California – with funding from Propositions 13 and 50 (passed in 2000 and 2002 respectively), many local non-profit organizations and government agencies began planning for multi-year, watershed-level management.  Today, all ten watersheds in San Diego County have either a watershed management plan in place or an active planning process to complete one.
  

There are two cross-border watersheds in the California-Baja California region.  The Tijuana River and Tecate River drain into the Pacific Ocean; the Colorado River drains into the Sea of Cortez.  It seems obvious that a traditional approach to watershed-level planning becomes extremely complex when more than one set of federal laws can be applied to a particular management strategy.  Which law takes precedent?  Much is at stake – not only the health of the rivers, streams, reservoirs, and marine systems, but also local income-generating activities, such as agriculture, and land use practices, such as the siting of residential housing near rivers.

San Diego State University (SDSU) and the Southwest Center for Environment and Policy (SCERP) are leading the process to identify and propose solutions for watershed-level land use planning, wastewater management, habitat restoration, and air and water pollution.
 For more than a decade, San Diego State University (SDSU) researchers and researchers from Colegio de la Frontera Norte (COLEF) and Universidad Autónoma de Baja California (UABC), along with community and government representatives, have carried out an articulated series of activities that collectively are known as the Tijuana River Watershed Project (TRW). 
  Centered mainly in SDSU’s Department of Geography and the Institute for Regional Studies of the Californias, the long-term goal of the TRW project is to develop and implement a vision and plan for sustainable management of this binational watershed.

BINATIONAL PARTNERSHIP AT WORK: Tijuana River Watershed Project

Building on basic ecological research conducted by SDSU researchers in the Tijuana Estuary in the 1970s and 1980s, the watershed approach emerged in the 1990s with several projects and eventual completion of more than a dozen.  Among the components of this onon-profiting effort are the following:

State of the Environment of the Tijuana River Basin project in the early 1990s was a binational and multidisciplinary effort to appraise the current overall environmental health of the basin and to evaluate progress and deterioration in the future.  The research results were presented at a public forum in Tijuana.

An Integrated Cross-Border GIS for the San Diego-Tijuana Interface was a three-year project involving the development of a comprehensive geographic information system (GIS), with cooperation of COLEF, for the San Diego-Tijuana interface and its use in addressing a set of border environmental concerns.  The project produced data layers on vegetation, transportation, urbanization, and other features, and published a color map of the watershed.

San Diego-Tijuana International Boundary Planning Atlas. In this project, the cities of Tijuana and San Diego, SANDAG, SDSU, and the San Diego Geographic Information Source (SanGIS) prepared a GIS-based atlas of the San Diego-Tijuana international boundary planning area from the coastlines to the Otay Mountains.  The published atlas contains a series of interpretive essays and maps that incorporate merged and harmonized data from Mexico and the United States, the first such effort along the U.S.-Mexican border.

Tijuana River Watershed Atlas.  The atlas, scheduled for publication in 2004, will allow the reader to explore the characteristics of the watershed, spatial relationship in the watershed and the results of the spatial modeling and other research activities carried out in the watershed.  The atlas, with explanatory text in Spanish and English, will emphasize water quality and quantity problems and solutions. 

Binational Vision Project for the Tijuana River Watershed seeks to inventory concerns regarding the beneficial uses of the watershed and address these concerns through identification of potential strategies and programs that will reduce non-point source pollution, flooding, erosion, sedimentation, and other threats to the environment, with significant community participation from both sides of the border.  It will produce a written vision document that will be a base for later development of a watershed management plan.
In the Colorado River watershed, non-profits are spearheading a proposal to bring additional fresh water to the Delta.  For 65 years, various U.S. and Mexico agencies have managed the Colorado River to serve agricultural, industrial, and urban objectives, and as a result, many of its riparian and wetland ecosystems are degraded, with the river mouth now just ten percent of its original size.  Still, at a watershed level, the River and its Delta serve as a haven for species that are considered rare and endangered in other parts of the watershed.  Furthermore, the Delta is considered another critical stopover on the Pacific Flyway route for millions of migratory birds.  The Sonoran Institute, Pro Esteros, and local community partners are implementing pilot wetlands restoration projects and looking for policy and legislative mechanisms to bring additional fresh water to the Colorado River Delta.

Environmental Education

Environmental education encompasses everything from disseminating scientific information about natural resources and the importance of conservation to understanding pollution issues to raising awareness of potential environmental health problems.  Environmental education is crucial for communities living along the border so that they acquire the knowledge and skills to preserve the natural environment and protect themselves from environmental hazards at the individual and community level.  In addition, because so many migrants settle in the San Diego-Tijuana region each year, this process must be repeated with regularity.

Given that the border region shares water and air resources, as well as a globally-recognized ecosystem, the area of environmental education is rich with subject matter.  Indeed, many environmental organizations have partnerships across borders, and there are several organizations, both governmental and non-governmental, that are dedicated to binational environmental education in the California-Baja California region.  

San Diego Natural History Museum has been instrumental in promoting environmental education, first in San Diego and then across the border as well through its binational education program.  The Museum’s director of binational education has led the effort to establish Bioregional Project for Environmental Education (PROBEA), with five founding members each from Tijuana and San Diego.  PROBEA carries out watershed focused and hands-on education projects, and has trained over 900 teachers, 210 community workers, and 575 students in ten years (1994-2003),
 impacting over 30,000 children.

Proyecto Fronterizo de Educación Ambiental (PFEA) has been at the forefront of the environmental education movement since its inception in 1991.  Beginning by coordinating sustainable environmental policy discussions and right-to-know workshops, PFEA established a lead role in bringing representatives from non-profits, governments, schools, and neighborhoods together to learn more about cross-border issues, especially pollution.  PFEA has also organized four highly successful annual events, entitled “Border Encounters for the Environment,” which provide networking and information-sharing sessions for U.S. and Mexican organizations in all 11 border states.

Environmental Education Council for the Californias is a binational environmental education network of research, policy, outreach, advocacy, and grassroots organizations.
  It has offered mini-grants to advocacy and research groups for environmental or environmental health education and training, host
ed presentations and workshops related to environmental education and policy, and organized tours of environmentally-important sites for educators on both sides of the border.  Like many other binational initiatives, it has co-chairs, from the US and Mexico, and a steering committee made up of Mexicans and Americans, which assures equal representation of issues and participation.  

Pro Peninsula, a San Diego-based environmental organization dedicated to empowering communities and organizations in Baja California to protect and preserve their environment, is the bi-national coordinator and lead contact for the EECC.  In this role, Pro Peninsula is working to strengthen the network of environmental education organizations in the border region and empower them to effectively use education as a tool of environmental preservation. 

A new environmental education initiative developed by the Birch Aquarium in San Diego and the Wyland Foundation targets elementary and middle school students for an innovative module on water (oceans, rivers, lakes, and streams).  Wyland, the international artist known for his murals of marine mammals (particularly whales), is working with Scripps Institution of Oceanography to implement this educational series in K-6 public and private schools.  To date (early March 2004), about 3,000 schools have participated in the educational program.  As whales are probably the most well-known migratory species in the world, Wyland and Scripps are planning to launch this series in Mexico, beginning in Baja California, where five species of whales make their home for six months each year.  Students in both the U.S. and Mexico often study whales because California-Baja California is one of the places where grey and humpback whales are closest to land during their migration; school trips for whale-watching are common in the region.  In March 2004, the first presentation of this program in Spanish was made in Tijuana at the CECUT, with participation of 1,700 students.  Another presentation in Tecate is in the planning stage.

Environmental Justice

While many of the environmental issues raised in this section concern the binational region as a whole, many of the negative impacts, especially environmental health impacts, are disproportionately being felt in the poorest communities in the border region.  The poorest communities in San Diego have larger proportions of people of color, compared to more affluent communities where the majority population tends to be white.  A study by five environmental justice organizations in California found that toxic release inventory and superfund sites were found more disproportionately in communities with higher percentages of people of color than in other communities.
  

In San Diego, one example of inequitable and incompatible land uses, and its consequent negative impacts on human health, is the Barrio Logan community.  A largely Latino (86%) community, Barrio Logan’s median household income is $19,000, compared to the county median of $47,067.  Although this 1.2-square-mile neighborhood accounts for only 0.07% of the county’s total land area, it is host to 7% of the county’s emitters of air toxicants.  It accounts for an overwhelming 90% of emissions of Chromium 6, a highly toxic substance that is known to cause cancer and birth defects.
  The Environmental Health Coalition has been advocating environmental and social justice in the San Diego-Tijuana region, and has played an instrumental role in closing one of the most polluting factories in the Logan community (see text box).  There are, however, unresolved environmental justice issues in the binational region that require urgent attention, given the grave health consequences if they are not addressed immediately.  

	BINATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS IN ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE:

Environmental Health Coalition and Colectivo Chipancingo Pro Justicia Ambiental

Environmental Health Coalition (EHC) is one of the oldest community advocacy group dedicated to environmental health and justice.  Founded in 1980, it has focused its attention to environmental health and justice issues in the communities in San Diego and Tijuana, “providing technical and organizing assistance to populations adversely affected by toxic chemicals.”
  Its effective community organizing and advocacy has won many victories for residents of San Diego and Tijuana communities, including the official dedication of 2,200 acres of coastal wetlands for a South San Diego Bay National Wildlife Refuge; the enactment of a policy banning the use of the toxic pesticide methyl bromide adjacent to poor Latino communities in San Diego, which is the first such policy enacted in the United States; and the award of the nation’s first “Emerging Brownfield” grant from the U.S. EPA to the City of San Diego to relocate polluting industries out of residential communities of color.
  

Since its inception, EHC has been engaged in cross-border collaboration with residents of Tijuana through its Border Environmental Justice Campaign.  In particular, it has supported residents of Colonia Chipancingo, which sits only a few meters from an abandoned lead smelter, Metales y Derivados.
  The smelter, owned by a U.S. corporation, moved to the current location in 1982.  It was closed down in 1994 for failing to comply with Mexican environmental laws and regulations.  However, its abandoned site still contains at least 6,000 tons of hazardous wastes,
 continuing to pose health risks to the residents of the Colonia.  EHC has been working with community organizations in Tijuana, first for the closure of the smelter, and now pressing for its clean-up.  Its collaboration has developed to a new degree with the establishment of Colectivo Chipancingo Pro Justicia Ambiental.

The Colectivo Chilpancingo Pro Justicia Ambiental was formed in 2000 in Tijuana’s Colonia Chilpancingo, It opened its office in the Colonia in June 2002.  The Colectivo seeks to advocate for environmental justice and for restoring healthy environment.  Its main focus to date has been the cleanup of the toxic Metales y Derivados site.  

EHC provides information about health, the environment, and environmental justice to the Colectivo, plays an advisory and support role in actions and protests that the Colectivo carries out, and contacts the media and other groups to invite them to participate in these activities.  EHC provided training for the promotoras who work in Chilpancingo in 2002, using its unique leadership development and environmental health and justice training for Latinas called SALTA (Salud Ambiental, Latinas Tomando Acción, or Environmental Health, Latinas Taking Action).

Recent changes in high-level Mexican federal administrators delayed progress on the Metales y Derivados site clean-up in 2003.  In fact, a new binational technical committee, composed of Mexican federal, state, and municipal government officials and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency representatives, has been tasked with finding a viable solution to contamination at this site.  In February 2004, EPA announced that US and Mexico plans to remove at least 50 55-gallon drums filled with lead wastes beginning summer 2004.
  While this is a welcome first step in cleaning up the long-abandoned toxic site, the cleanup plan has so far been developed without community input.  To date, the Colectivo has not been included in these meetings, but has reiterated its right to join this cross-border effort at two meetings with both Mexican and U.S. federal officials.



Conclusion

Binational cooperation on environmental issues is growing in the San Diego-Tijuana region, yet persistent threats to water and air quality, wildlife and fisheries, and human health have not been solved.  The large-scale infrastructure projects that are necessary to stabilize some of these challenges are not receiving adequate attention or financial capital from municipal, state, and federal authorities in either the U.S. or Mexico.  In fact, both countries are spending less on environmental projects than ever before.

A common vision for our environmental future is also lacking.  Recent migrants to the region create a strain on available natural resources and existing infrastructure, without necessarily contributing to create a new sense of community along the border.  Informal coalitions, grassroots advocacy groups, and civic leaders struggle to have meaningful participation in high-level meetings of decision-makers, as well as to fully comprehend technical documents describing multi-year infrastructure projects (like the channelization of the Tecate River or the proposed Triple Border Fence).  The Border 2012 program, sponsored by the USEPA and the non-profit organization Pro Peninsula, seeks to fill the gap between public agencies and communities by providing a forum for interactive discussion, as well as information on the Border 2012 plan and general border environmental issues, through a website (www.border2012.net).  

Cross-border success stories, such as EcoParque and the Tijuana River Watershed planning process, are beacons that can be replicated.  In Los Laureles Canyon, discussions are underway to develop smaller versions of EcoParque to create wastewater recycling capability and reduce erosion from steep canyons.  Water quality monitoring at beaches in San Diego and Tijuana will continue to improve recreational and aesthetic opportunities for local children and families.

What is still lacking are strong recommendations for on-the-ground action that can be supported financially and through advocacy by philanthropic civic leaders, municipal and state authorities, federal agencies, and individual community leaders in San Diego and Tijuana.  We propose the following:

· Improve sewer infrastructure and sewage treatment capacity in both San Diego and Tijuana

· Continue citizen participation in water quality monitoring on both sides of the border

· Reduce concrete channelization in the Tijuana River Watershed and support the Tecate River Park and the Alamar River Park concept

· Promote more actively a shared airshed approach to managing air pollution in the San Diego-Tijuana region through the Binational Air Quality Alliance 

· Consider airshed-based emissions caps and mitigation programs that protect intact wildlands in Mexico

· Use federal funding to support further research for a binational conservation area that incorporates cross-border wildlife corridors

· Address the solid waste (especially used tires) challenge in Tijuana 

· Clean up Metales y Derivados, Pacífico and other abandoned hazardous waste sites

· Expand binational environmental education programs such as PROBEA and Wyland Ocean Challenge in local schools and communities
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