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This paper concerns the making of a place, specifically the Big Bend region of the Texas-Mexico 
border.  As an entry point, it examines the unexpected phenomenon of air pollution in this rural 
region and the ways in which this environmental impetus has spurred actions, at various scales, 
to preserve the Big Bend’s “character” and economy.  The mobilizations over Big Bend air 
quality at several scales can be seen as moves to preserve the construction of this region as a 
pristine, rural pocket of the American West, rather than as part of the urbanized, tainted U.S.-
Mexico borderlands.  However, geographic and economic realities act to pull the Big Bend more 
deeply into the borderlands.  In this way, issues of air pollution become part of the struggle to 
construct this region as unique, clean and precious in the face of some uncomfortable geographic 
realities. 
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As defined in the La Paz Agreement, the U.S.-Mexico border region extends more than 3,100 kilometers 
(almost 2,000 miles) from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean, and 100 kilometers, or 62.5 miles, on 
either side of the U.S.-Mexico border (US EPA 2001). 

 
The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds. 
And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third 
country–a border culture….  A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is 
a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 
constant state of transition (Anzaldúa 1999). 

 
 

Introduction:  Producing and Obscuring the Borderlands 
 

Constructions of the U.S.-Mexico border are numerous and highly contentious.  It is 

alternately insubstantial or impenetrable, an object of fear or hope, disgust and desire.  Spatially, 

it can assume the thin, linear form of an invisible line, a fence, or a river; or a wider dimension 

defined by government decree (as by US EPA above); or a less tangible aspect, as described by 

Anzaldúa (1999).  The borderlands are often implicitly defined as remote and isolated in contrast 

to the two nations’ central cities and regions.  In economic terms, the borderlands are often 

portrayed as an urbanized transit and exchange zone where flows of goods and people between 

the two countries are facilitated, controlled, and legitimized. 

The main proposition of this working paper is that the construction of air pollution issues 

in the Big Bend region of the Texas-Mexico border reproduces prevailing Northern constructions 

of the borderlands as sites of unwanted invasion and harmful toxicity.  Simultaneously, the 

unfolding of these issues at local, national and international scales can be seen as an attempt to 

stabilize a much more desirable construction of the Big Bend as a pristine, isolated retreat, and to 

suppress the region’s concurrent identity as part of the borderlands.  Finally, this case study 

examines the limits of spatial construction by showing the increasing assertiveness of the Big 

Bend’s borderlands identity. 
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The analysis in this paper is based on a series of open-ended interviews with Big Bend 

residents and other individuals involved in the region’s air quality issues, as well as numerous 

secondary sources.1  The paper begins with a description of the Big Bend region and its 

construction as a peripheral, untarnished retreat.  The next section summarizes the case study of 

haze in Big Bend National Park, and the responses to that phenomenon at national, international, 

and local scales.  The final section analyzes this case as a struggle over regional identity with 

significant racial and class implications. 

 
 

Context: The Big Bend Region 
 

The Big Bend takes its name from the path of the Río Grande as it flows toward the Gulf 

of Mexico.  (See Figure 1.)  Southeast of El Paso-Ciudad Juárez, the river switches from a 

southward flow towards the north—outlining the “Big Bend”—before reversing itself again 

towards the Gulf.  The region is encompassed by the Chihuahuan desert, whose harsh climate 

and rugged terrain have ensured a sparse human population throughout its history.  At the time of 

the arrival of Spanish conquistadors in the sixteenth century, a number of indigenous agricultural 

settlements existed along the river, and the nomadic Apaches and Comanches conducted periodic 

raids in the area.  For the Spaniards and then the Mexicans, the Big Bend served primarily 

strategic purposes as a site for military installations to combat Indians (Gómez 1990). 

The arrival of Anglo-Americans in the Big Bend led to the establishment of commercial 

activities.  Cattle ranching emerged first and endured the longest, with mining for cinnabar also 

contributing to the economy between 1930 and 1940.  However, relying exclusively on these 

economic bases proved to be problematic, and in the 1930s local and state officials began to 
                                                
1 As of April 2007, I have completed 26 interviews, including 4 government staff persons, 1 NGO representative, 3 
scientists, and 19 Big Bend area residents. 
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discuss the possibility of establishing an international park to encourage tourism.  Big Bend 

National Park was established in 1944.  The park boundary encloses 324,427 hectares containing 

desert, the Chisos Mountains, and the Río Grande (Gómez 1990).   

The research informing this paper is geographically anchored in Big Bend National Park 

and the surrounding Texas counties of Brewster and Presidio.  Both of these jurisdictions are 

sparsely populated.  With an estimated population of 9,247 in 2003, Brewster County (where Big 

Bend National Park is located) has a population density of about 0.6 persons per square 

kilometer; its largest town is Alpine, pop. 6,800.  Presidio County, with a total population of 

7,591, has a density of about 0.8 persons per square kilometer.  The regional population is 

dominated by Anglo Americans and Mexicans; the Census Bureau reports approximately 43 

Figure 1 - The Big Bend region.  The shaded area on the left-hand map indicates Big Bend National Park.   
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percent of residents in Brewster County and 84 percent in Presidio County to be of Hispanic 

origin, with most of the remainder classified as “non-Hispanic whites” (U.S. Census Bureau 

2005).  As much as any other part of the border region, Big Bend communities have a legacy of 

racism and segregation.  The school system in Alpine was not desegregated until the early 1970s, 

and in all the region’s towns there remain noticeable differences in the neighborhoods found on 

the right and wrong sides of the railroad tracks. 

Though ranching continues to be a dominant cultural force, the Brewster County 

economy is now primarily based on government (including the U.S. Border Patrol, Sul Ross 

State University, and other state and local agencies, all based in Alpine) and tourism.  The 

national park and other protected areas provide the main tourist draw, but the towns in Brewster 

County have also developed their own attractions, marketing themselves as arts centers, resorts, 

and retirement havens.  The same is true of the town of Marfa in Presidio County (pop. 2121) 

which is undergoing a rapid transformation from declining farm town to elite arts center. 

Much of Presidio County’s remaining population resides in the city of Presidio (pop. 

4,555), located at the international border (U.S. Census Bureau 2005).  The city of Ojinaga, 

Chihuahua, located just across the border from Presidio, has an estimated population of 20,371 

(INEGI 2000).  The near-border region surrounding Presidio and Ojinaga is known by the 

distinct name of La Junta de los Ríos, or the joining of the rivers.  The name refers to the joining 

of the Río Grande/Bravo and the Río Conchos (flowing northward from Mexico) a short distance 

upstream from Presidio-Ojinaga (Morgenthaler 2004).  The benefits of tourism have largely 

bypassed La Junta, a struggling agricultural area and quiet port of entry which is not considered a 

destination. 
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The Big Bend as Periphery2 
 

The Big Bend can be plausibly understood as peripheral hinterlands relative to urban 

centers in both the U.S. and Mexico.  This framing is incorporated into localized constructions of 

regional identity.  Sometimes the residents I interviewed offered negative constructions, 

portraying the borderlands experience as a form of exile or hardship.  One local government 

official claimed that the post of Mexican consul in the border town of Presidio, Texas, is 

officially designated a hardship post.  Indeed, in the wake of the September 11, 2001 terrorist 

attacks, informal border crossings between Big Bend National Park and the Mexican villages of 

Santa Elena and Boquillas were halted by the U.S. Border Patrol in the name of border security 

(Lisheron 2003).  The suppression of cross-border activity resulted in a loss of tourism dollars – 

the main source of income for these communities – and effectively isolated these communities 

from the United States.  With little access to jobs or services on the Mexican side, except by 

difficult roads through the mountainous Sierra del Carmen, Boquillas and Santa Elena have 

suffered enormously from this exile, losing large portions of their population. 

The more publicized interpretations of Big Bend as periphery, most originating in Texas 

or the U.S. more broadly, portray the region in a more positive light.  As mentioned above, 

ranching constitutes a dominant cultural force in this region (Brewster County and northern 

Presidio County, specifically).  The rancher’s framing of the hinterland presents space and nature 

as vital inputs to production, subject to careful stewardship by private owners.  At the same time, 

nature is regarded in the ranching imaginary as a formidable, sometimes adversarial force to be 

dealt with cautiously and respectfully.  These framings of nature (along with the historic 

availability of numerous, inexpensive Mexican laborers) contributed to and supported the myth 
                                                
2 I use the term “periphery” in a generic sense.  While it may be productive to fit the Big Bend into the core-
periphery framework of Immanuel Wallerstein’s world systems theory, I am not yet prepared to make that claim 
rigorously.  In any case, that designation is not crucial to the arguments that follow. 
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of ranchers as strong, self-reliant tamers of nature (Knight, Gilgert, and Marston 2002; Starrs 

1998). 

The peripheral Big Bend also became known in the 20th century as a refuge or retreat.  

For example, the “ghost town” of Terlingua in Brewster County has a longstanding reputation as 

a haven for eccentrics who have declared for one reason or another, “stop the world; I want to 

get off” (interview 2003).  These predominantly white refugees greatly value their perceived 

isolation from the wider American society.  Many make their living as business operators, artists, 

or service providers for tourists.  Illustrating the popularized image of the region, one press 

account describes these “rugged individualists” as the people “who make the Trans Pecos and the 

Big Bend so appealing” (Patoski 2005).  Space and nature from these retreatants’ perspective 

serve primarily as a buffer providing separation from the wider urban society, and as a source of 

inspiration derived from the spectacular and clean landscape and natural environment. 

The Big Bend also has a related identity as a sanatorium.  Many residents proclaim the 

healing effects of the beautiful landscape and pristine environment.3  The town of Alpine is home 

to a significant and growing population of retirees and other recent arrivals from other parts of 

the U.S.; significant numbers of these retirees chose to move to Alpine primarily for health 

reasons.  The air quality in this region is considered superior to most other parts of the country, 

such that people with respiratory conditions can live comfortably, in some cases without the face 

masks they require in other circumstances. 

Other recent arrivals are strongly attracted to what they see as one of the last pristine 

natural zones in the continental U.S.  When asked why he had moved to the Alpine area, one 

self-identified environmentalist replied, “It’s the only place where…the sky is the right color” 

                                                
3 The notion of nature as a healer dates back to the 18th century.  (See Schmitt 1990.) 
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(interview 2005).  Indeed, regional identification with the supposedly pristine Big Bend natural 

environment provided the basis for many newcomers to take on new roles as environmental 

advocates.  Big Bend environmental advocates and their reliance on wilderness narratives are 

discussed in more detail below. 

These constructions of the Big Bend as a pristine environment are tightly coupled with an 

aesthetic sense of landscape and, more precisely, with an appreciation for the visibility of that 

landscape.  As with many western landscapes in the U.S., much of the Big Bend landscape’s 

perceived value corresponds to its immensity, visual clarity, and perceived cleanliness.  Indeed, 

this cleanliness corresponds as much to what cannot be seen as to what can be seen.  What 

cannot be easily seen in the Big Bend landscape are cities or other glaring indications of human 

presence or influence.  What can be seen are countless miles of open, apparently unoccupied 

land punctuated with rolling hills and distant mountains.  On a clear day, the sky is immense, 

blue, and accented with soaring, puffy cumulus clouds.  Until the late 20th century, such good 

days were the norm.  This case study begins at the time when the clear days started to diminish. 

 
 

Case Study: Haze in Big Bend National Park 
 

In the early 1970s, people began to notice atmospheric haze obscuring the spectacular 

vistas in Big Bend National Park (and many other national parks in the U.S.).  Perceiving this 

problem as serious and persistent, federal officials established a monitoring program within the 

park in 1978 (Malm and Molenar 1984).  On most days, park visitors find moderately hazy 

views.  Some days (about 10% of the time) Big Bend’s air quality is so good that visitors can see 

the detail of large objects over 100 miles away, while during poor conditions (6% of the time), 

visibility is less than 30 miles (National Park Service 2006). 
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In the United States, the Clean Air Act requires the protection and restoration of air 

quality in national parks in order to preserve their aesthetic qualities; since the landscape is such 

a big part of the national park experience, visitors want to be able to see it.  The institutional 

responsibility for dealing with regional haze in the United States belongs to the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), so it was EPA that took charge of Big Bend haze as a 

policy problem.4 

The main question EPA officials sought to answer was where the pollution was coming 

from.  In such a rural and isolated region, there were no obvious industrial sources to blame.  

Monitoring data revealed that the haze consisted primarily of sulfur oxide particles, formed by 

the reaction of sulfur dioxide gas (SO2) with atmospheric water droplets and dust particles.  Most 

SO2 emissions are produced through the burning or refining of raw materials containing sulfur, 

such as coal or oil. 

                                                
4 U.S. environmental law and policy have consistently regulated visibility as an aesthetic phenomenon.  The Clean 
Air Act Amendments of 1977 added visibility considerations to the exclusively health-based standards promulgated 
in 1970.  The 1977 amendments established the principle of Prevention of Significant Deterioration (PSD), defined 
as  “...the prevention of any future, and the remedying of any existing, impairment of visibility in mandatory Class I 
Federal areas [primarily National Parks and Wilderness areas] where that impairment results from manmade air 
pollution.”  USEPA implemented regulations to work toward this goal, but those regulations leaned heavily toward 
attributing visibility problems to major industrial sources.  The regulations proved fruitful nevertheless, finding two 
cases of visibility impairment in Class I areas (Moosehorn Wilderness in Maine, and the Grand Canyon in Arizona) 
that were attributed to point sources, which were subsequently required to install sulfur dioxide scrubbers (Watson 
and Chow 1994). 

The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments recognized the multiple pollutant sources contributing to reduced 
visibility in Class I areas. They also noted the impossibility of setting a single standard for acceptable visibility for 
all areas, and the necessity of public consultations for addressing visibility issues.  For this purpose, US EPA 
established Visibility Transport Commissions (VTC), which recommend emissions-reduction strategies on a site-by-
site basis (Watson and Chow 1994).  In 1999, US EPA tightened its visibility standards, adopting a “regional haze” 
rule which required a broad set of pollution sources (again emphasizing large industrial plants) to use “best available 
retrofit technology” (BART) to reduce their emissions.  In addition, 156 Class I areas must show a 15 percent 
visibility improvement each decade over a 60 year period.  This rule subsequently became the subject of political 
and legal maneuvering by industry and environmental groups (Samuelsohn 2002). 

In 2001, as part of its Clear Skies legislative initiative, the Bush administration proposed eliminating the 
regional haze rule.  Clear Skies failed to achieve passage in Congress, but in 2004 the administration proposed 
delaying its BART requirements for 10 years, until 2018 (Samuelsohn 2004).  Perhaps because of this uncertain and 
dynamic regulatory environment, debate over Big Bend visibility issues seems to have occurred in a political context 
rather than a regulatory one. 



   9 

EPA addressed Big Bend haze not only under the regional haze framework, but as a 

border environmental issue, a problem affecting the borderlands—and presumably having its 

causes in the borderlands as well.  Indeed, the U.S. first brought up the issue with Mexico at a 

high level meeting of the joint Border Environmental Program, and this program provided the 

framework for continuing discussions throughout the decade.  This classification was perfectly 

reasonable, given the geographical location of Big Bend National Park and the historical moment 

in which the problem was investigated and debated.  At the same time, however, the 

classification of Big Bend haze as a “border problem” entailed the implicit acceptance of much 

discursive baggage.  Specifically, the location of this problem on the border led both technical 

and regulatory actors to look across the border for its source. 

William Malm (1992) summarized recent research on haze affecting numerous U.S. 

national parks and monuments.  The last section of his article draws statistical inferences (based 

on monitoring data) of the fraction of sulfate pollution affecting each park.  In the Big Bend case, 

Malm made the following assertion: 

At Big Bend NP, Texas (see Fig. 22c), it is estimated that about 41% of the ambient sulfur is associated 
with emissions in the Monterrey, Mexico area, and about 29% from central Mexico.  Thus, about 60% of 
the sulfur found at Big Bend NP have their origin in Mexico.  It is not known what types of sources are 
responsible for the SO2 emissions (31). 

 
This is a fairly measured conclusion, further qualified by cautionary statements elsewhere in the 

article regarding statistical models. 

However, the figure referenced in this passage tells a different story.  (See Figure 2.)  

This diagram purports to indicate the fraction of sulfate pollution arriving at Big Bend National 

Park from various source regions.  What the diagram actually shows are huge arrows bearing 

down on the Big Bend from Mexico and the Gulf Coast.  While this problematic representation 

is also used for other national parks, as seen in the upper part of the diagram, the Big Bend figure  
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Figure 2 - Diagrams indicating the fraction of sulfate arriving at several national parks from 
various source regions, from Malm 1992 (28) (partial reproduction). 
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gives the unfortunate impression of a cross-border invasion originating in Mexico and squarely 

aimed at the national park. 

This representation dominated public discourse in the U.S. as the haze issue became 

headline news in 1993.  Despite growing awareness in technical, policy, and media accounts of 

the complexity of the haze problem, this stark, unqualified visual representation persisted 

unchanged through the end of the decade.  For example, Figure 3 shows it in a slightly different 

form in a 1995 newsletter for the Interagency Monitoring of Protected Visual Environments 

(IMPROVE) program, which runs the air monitoring network for regional haze (Division of 

Interpretation and Visitor Services - Big Bend National Park 1995).  A diagram virtually 

identical to the original also appeared in a primer on visibility (Malm 1999) still available on 

EPA’s website (http://www.epa.gov/oar/visibility/pdfs/introvis.pdf). 

In early 1993, staff at EPA Region 6 in Dallas received word about two coal fired power 

plants outside the town of Piedras Negras, Coahuila, about 120 miles from Big Bend National 

Park, and directly across the border from the Texas town of Eagle Pass, in Maverick County.  

These two plants, nicknamed Carbón I and Carbón II (“Coal I” and “Coal II”), would have about 

2600 MW combined electricity generation capacity, for the needs of expanding populations and 

industrial activities in northeastern Mexico.  Carbón I had been in operation since the middle 

1980s; Carbón II went online in 1996.  The Piedras Negras plants did not have scrubbers to 

reduce their sulfur oxide emissions, an omission allowed by Mexican air quality regulations.  

Currently, the combined plants produce about 17 million MWh of electricity and emit an 

approximate total of 200,000 metric tons of SO2 annually (Miller and Van Atten 2004).5 

 

                                                
5 As a rough comparison, the Belews Creek coal-fired plant in West Virginia also produces about 17 MWh of 
electricity per year, but emits only about 94,000 metric tons of SO2. 
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Figure 3 - Diagram from the April 1995 newsletter of Interagency Monitoring of Protected Visual 
Environments (IMPROVE). 
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Realizing that they could not address this issue within a domestic regulatory framework, 

Region 6 staff raised the issue with Administrator Carol Browner in Washington at a particularly 

sensitive moment.  In early 1993, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was 

under spirited discussion and negotiation, with environmental impacts of liberalized trade being 

one of the hottest topics.  As it happened, the American news media obtained some internal EPA 

memos on this issue, and started making inquiries.  Soon afterward, the story hit the front page of 

the Washington Post (Robberson 1993) and was also picked up by other major U.S. news outlets.  

In this way, Carbón I and II became primary exhibits in the debate over NAFTA’s environmental 

effects. 

Over the following months, the Mexican government was strongly pressured by U.S. 

interests, including EPA, the State Department, the Texas state government under George W. 

Bush, and numerous environmental groups, to mitigate the SO2 emissions from Carbón I and II.  

Mexico publicly refused to do so, maintaining that the plants were in full compliance with 

Mexican law and citing high costs and other environmental priorities, including choking 

pollution in Mexico City.  They dismissed the idea of fuel switching (from coal to natural gas) as 

absurd, given that the two power plants were sited in Piedras Negras (“Black Rocks”) 

specifically to use the large coal deposits there. 

Mexico had a strong interest in seeing this disagreement resolved amicably.  In addition 

to negotiating NAFTA, Mexico – with Carbón II – was making its first attempt at privatizing the 

electricity sector, which was until that time wholly owned and controlled by the government 

through the Federal Electricity Commission (CFE).  The plant was slated to be sold to a 

partnership between the Mexican company Grupo Acero del Norte and Mission Energy, a 

subsidiary of Southern California Edison, as part of a broad Mexican initiative to attract private 
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investment to fulfill its energy needs.  The negative attention resulting from the plant’s supposed 

contribution to Big Bend air pollution greatly complicated the planned transaction.  The deal 

collapsed in October 1993, though reports suggest this had more to do with disagreements 

between CFE and its private partners over financial risks than with the air pollution issue 

(Golden 1993). 

In the wake of NAFTA’s passage in 1994, under the auspices of the La Paz Agreement 

for the Protection of the Border Environment,6 the U.S. and Mexico agreed to conduct a 

preliminary study to get more information on source regions and source types for the pollution 

impacting the park.  Completed in 1996, the study report signaled for the first time that the 

problem of Big Bend air pollution was a complex one; the results indicated that the pollution in 

the park probably originated not only from northern Mexico but also from east Texas, a region 

containing numerous coal-fired power plants and petroleum refineries.  The report’s authors also 

indicated that more study was necessary to further pinpoint possible pollution sources (Big Bend 

Air Quality Workgroup 1999). 

To this end, the Big Bend Regional Aerosol and Visibility Observational Study 

(BRAVO) was commissioned to obtain more precise information on whom to blame for the 

visibility problems at Big Bend.  This five million dollar project involved the release of inert 

tracer gases at or near emission sources to be studied, and the installation of detectors in various 

locations in west Texas (Green et al. 2000, Faulkner 1998).  Mexico participated in the initial 

study design for BRAVO, but in the end declined to participate in the study.  One Mexican 

official asserted that the study design was biased toward getting definitive information about 

                                                
6 Article Two of the La Paz Agreement states that both sides must work to “prevent, reduce, and eliminate any 
contaminating sources along the border zone extending sixty-four miles on either side of the border.” 
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pollution from Carbón I and II but deliberately designed to avoid precise conclusions regarding 

U.S. sources (Gidi 2000). 

Data collection occurred from July to October, 1999.  The study then passed a number of 

years in the analysis and review phase, encountering a series of delays partly attributed to data 

quality and peer review tasks, but also to interagency politics.  The BRAVO final report was 

finally released in late 2004, three years after its scheduled completion date.  The report 

concluded that while emissions from Carbón I and II did contribute to the haze problem, the 

majority of the pollution affecting the park originated from power plants and refineries in the 

eastern United States, from east Texas to the Ohio Valley (Pitchford et al. 2004).  Furthermore, 

while pollution from Mexican sources made relatively steady contributions to Big Bend haze 

throughout the year, the worst haze episodes were dominated by U.S. sources.  The BRAVO 

results expanded and complicated the oversimplified picture of pollution blowing into the Big 

Bend by prevailing winds from Piedras Negras, showing that emissions from U.S. sources could 

blow across the border or the Gulf of Mexico into inland Mexican territory before entering Big 

Bend. 

Upon the release of the BRAVO study, the visual representation of Big Bend haze was 

also significantly revised.  Figure 3, from the BRAVO final report, does not attempt to show any 

paths followed by air pollutants toward the Big Bend.  Rather, it simply shows SO2 sources 

throughout North America.  Shown much more clearly in Figure 3 are the relative amounts of 

SO2 emitted by the U.S. and Mexico.  While the Piedras Negras plants have the largest emissions 

of any single facility, those emissions are more than matched by the large number of U.S. power 

plant sources, particularly in the Midwest.  In this way, the science of Big Bend haze which had 
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first reinforced the Mexican Pollution-Invasion discourse, subsequently countered that same 

discourse. 

 

Figure 4 - Diagrams from the BRAVO study final report, indicating SO2 emission sources in North 
America. 

 
 
 

Air Quality Activism Within the Big Bend 
 

All of this diplomatic tension and scientific analysis took place at national and binational 

scales; few people within the Big Bend region were directly involved.  But residents were taking 

notice, and the haze issue inspired the emergence of environmental organizations in the Big 

Bend region where there previously had been none.  Haze in the park became the founding issue 

for the newly formed Big Bend Regional Sierra Club (BBRSC) chapter, based in Alpine.  One of 

the founding members described its genesis as follows: 

At any rate, we met here and there were eight people that met, and that was a little disheartening, it was so 
few, and the state office [of the Sierra Club] sent a staff person out.  And at a crucial time, we ask, well 
what should we do, should we go forward.  And I can remember a woman sitting over there, [**] is her 
name, she says, we have to do something.  And so we formed the Big Bend Regional Sierra Club.  We have 
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a hundred and thirty one members now out of that area, which may not sound like a lot to you, coming 
from a large city, but that’s a, given the population pool here, it’s not bad (interview 2004). 
 
The BBRSC closely followed the BRAVO study and related happenings and pressured 

EPA and NPS for the study results.  The club also spearheaded several public meetings, very 

well attended by local residents, to hear about the study’s progress and air citizen concerns with 

government officials.  After the final BRAVO report was released, the BBRSC began pressuring 

the Texas and U.S. governments to take action to reduce pollution from the U.S. regions 

identified in the study.  However, the current administrations in Washington and Austin have not 

made any moves toward specific actions based on the BRAVO results. 

 
Big Bend Environmental Activists: Demographics and Values 
 

As mentioned above, BBRSC members consist mainly of relative newcomers to the Big 

Bend from other parts of the U.S.  Many of them are retirees or working professionals who 

arrived within a 15 to 20 year timeframe, but identify as locals with a sense of membership in 

local communities and ownership over the Big Bend landscape and character.  Though there are 

certainly hints of a native-newcomer divide (expressed during the interviews and appearing in 

local newspaper accounts), on the whole local community members seem to value these recent 

arrivals for their energy, enthusiasm, and participation in community affairs. 

Interestingly, in light of the conflicts between locals and environmentalists elsewhere in 

the American West (Kemmis 2001, McCarthy 2002), the BBRSC’s relationships with local 

governments, organized ranching, and other business interests have been remarkably cordial.  

According to one member of a ranching family: 

…the local Sierra club has kept more of a local flavor.  You know, my family is in the cattle business and I 
have to tell you that… that, on a number of issues, we agree on things.  We agree on air quality.  We’ve 
fought shoulder to shoulder on water issues, which you’re not touching on but which is terribly, terribly 
sensitive out here.  That’s probably bigger than air quality.  But we haven’t had the, the radical angry type 
of green groups and we do have–or had, I'm not sure we still do, a green party.  In every city election, 
they’d pull, you know, about 100 votes so it wasn’t like it was an ascending force.  There’s, there’s just 
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not–there’s just not a lot of clash.  People say, well, here are the new people and, gee, their ideas may be a 
little strange but there’s, there’s not any hostility like that (interview 2005). 
 
As this quote implies, activists’ values concerning the local environment and landscape 

are widely shared among certain segments of the Big Bend population.  These values are also 

clearly connected to broad American discourses concerning nature and wilderness.  These nature 

discourses, formed in the early 20th century as a response to urban discontents, portrayed natural 

and urban areas as pristine locales untouched by humans. 

 
Wilderness Narratives and Tourism 
 

The notion of pristine wilderness forms a pervasive part of U.S. national discourse.  

These wilderness narratives provided rhetorical underpinning for the establishment of the U.S. 

national park system and have been extensively documented (Guha 1989, Schmitt 1990, Cronon 

1995).  The much-lamented “closing of the American frontier” and increased population 

concentrations in urban centers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries led to a strong nostalgia 

for imagined untouched landscapes where men could test themselves against a fierce and 

unforgiving nature.  This rhetoric of frontier nostalgia, combined with rhetoric extolling the 

sacredness of the landscape, masked a more mundane phenomenon – the setting aside of national 

parks for easy access and recreational opportunities for urban consumers.  To make the 

experience safe and pleasant while also conforming park landscapes to the arcadian vision of 

wilderness narratives, Indians, Mexicans, and other established inhabitants were summarily 

expelled from park lands.  The U.S. government thus established the “preservation” of 

uninhabited national park lands as a national priority, which conservationists strongly defended.  

The intersection of the frontier myth (with its inseparable baggage of racism and imperial 

expansion) and an increasingly consolidated consumer economy produced pockets of 
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“wilderness”—including Big Bend National Park—which required continual protection from 

invasion and contamination. 

Within the Big Bend, spurred by the decline in ranching and mining, community leaders 

across the ideological spectrum relied on the wilderness ideal to transform the regional economy, 

now strongly supported by tourism and leisure activities (Gómez 1990).  Local environmentalists 

are also strong advocates of the local tourism economy.  Indeed, it was this economic 

development path, especially the redevelopment of failed ranches into inexpensive home lots, 

which paved the way for many of these transplants to relocate to the Big Bend in the first place.  

In a very real sense, tourism brought environmentalism to the Big Bend. 

Most interviewees to date have made rather smooth transitions in our conversations 

between the ideas that air quality and environment in the Big Bend are precious, necessary and 

worthy of preservation and the economic assertion that tourism is the best economic 

development model for the region.  Their assertions suggest a circular logic.  On the one hand, 

tourism comprises a large and growing part of the regional economy; therefore, air quality and 

the environment should be protected to avoid damaging the tourist economy.  On the other hand, 

the preservation of environmental quality in the Big Bend is so important that tourism is the only 

acceptable form of economic development, because it does not damage the environment as much 

as other economic activities. 

This development vision is articulated at a regional scale with sweeping statements about 

people and the environment across the Big Bend.  Local activists routinely make reference to 

what is good or bad for “the Big Bend,” or “west Texas,” referring to this extensive region as a 

single entity.  In one sense, this discourse serves an inclusive purpose; as an activist tool, it 

effectively conveys a “we’re in this together” message.  However, in taking such a broad view, it 
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also obscures the social disparities and power relations that are endemic to this region and to the 

entire U.S.-Mexico border.  The BBRSC does not have any Hispanic residents within its core 

active membership (though many Hispanics seem sympathetic to its efforts).  All of these 

inequalities and differentiations—characteristic of the borderlands—are obscured by the spatial 

construction of the Big Bend as a unified, undifferentiated locale. 

 

From Border Crossings to Toxic Borderlands 
 

More than simply a boundary to be respected or transgressed, the border is also routinely 

seen as a two-dimensional region in itself, with certain common—or commonly presumed—

characteristics.  In environmental terms, the region is pathologized as “the toxic border,” a 

characterization often applied, overtly or implicitly, to the borderlands in both countries.  This 

image is most clearly embodied in the urban borderlands–in the images of maquiladoras illegally 

dumping hazardous waste, backyard brick kilns belching smoke, piles of discarded tires, and so 

on.  During the height of the Big Bend haze controversy, the image (though not the term) of a 

toxic border was applied in a one-sided manner by vocal actors in the U.S., with the strong 

implication that this toxicity was an exclusive characteristic of the Mexican border zone.  The 

Mexican government and others pointed out that the U.S. side of the border region had its own 

existing and planned toxic sites.  The most glaring example at the time was a low-level nuclear 

waste disposal site planned for the small town of Sierra Blanca, Texas, located 130 miles west of 

Alpine and 16 miles north of the border.7 

                                                
7 The Sierra Blanca nuclear disposal site was supported by the same governments (led by Bill Clinton in Washington 
and George W. Bush in Texas) who were pressuring Mexico to clean up the Piedras Negras power plants.  Local 
activists—including the Big Bend Regional Sierra Club—and Mexican government officials jointly organized 
against the waste facility, whose operating permit was denied by the Texas Natural Resource Conservation 
Commission in 1998. 
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My claim here is that activists’ mobilization of nature discourses, and the resulting 

emphasis on tourism, constitute moves of resistance or obfuscation against an understanding of 

the Big Bend as part of the “toxic” borderlands.  For a region whose collective identity has 

always rested on its isolation, rural character and pristine landscape, the nightmare vision of an 

urbanized, poisoned landscape is something to be resisted in all its forms.  Hence, I propose, the 

arrival of urban pollution in the form of haze, in combination with the presence of a population 

of energetic, educated newcomers, provided a final straw that spurred the establishment of a 

local environmental movement that had not previously existed.  However, Big Bend haze also 

signifies the further consolidation of the borderlands as an enduring geographical construction 

which continues to assert itself within the Big Bend despite all efforts to the contrary. 

 
 

The Reassertion of the Borderlands: Transit Spaces and Urban Spaces 
 

If the construction of the Big Bend as pristine and isolated comprises the established 

identity of this region, then transit spaces and urbanization might be seen as newly emergent—or 

newly visible—assertions of the borderlands.  As mentioned above, the tourism and leisure 

sectors have steadily increased their share of the Big Bend economy since the establishment of 

Big Bend National Park.  At the same time, the increased flow of goods attributed to 

globalization is projected to become much more visible in the Big Bend in the near future.  

Business leaders in Midland, Texas and northern Mexico have for years been developing plans 

for a trade corridor called La Entrada Al Pacífico, consisting of highway construction and 

improvements beginning at the port of Topolobampo in Sinaloa, passing through Chihuahua city 

and the Ojinaga-Presidio border crossing, and through the Big Bend on the way to Midland-

Odessa and points north and east.  (See Figure 4.)  This ambitious plan is to eventually provide 
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an alternative port and shipping route for goods arriving by sea from Asia.  If this plan is 

implemented, the border crossing at Presidio-Ojinaga could become a much more active 

commercial point of entry, and some of the highways through the Big Bend could become active 

through-routes for large cargo trucks. 

 

Figure 5 - La Entrada al Pacífico, proposed route. 

The paired phenomena of Big Bend tourism and La Entrada Al Pacífico illustrate two 

increasingly assertive regional characteristics: the Big Bend as a space of passage and as an 

urban environment.  Both of these characteristics are manifested in the increasing flows of 

tourists to and from the various regional destinations, as well as the urban amenities they enjoy 
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upon reaching those destinations; the anticipated truck traffic and air pollution along La Entrada 

(joining the small flows of undocumented immigrants and illegal drugs through the region); and 

the all-too-urban problem of air pollution continuously flowing overhead.8  The emergence (or 

renewed visibility) of these characteristics can be seen as following the decline in the previously 

dominant “peripheral” spatiality, as portions of the Big Bend become “centers” in their own 

right.  However, these urban and transitory characteristics have not replaced the Big Bend’s 

peripheral aspect, but rather exist concurrently and co-evolve with it.  Expressed differently, the 

transit spaces and urbanized spaces of the Big Bend do not exist in an idealized form, but as 

spaces located in the borderlands.  The combination of these three aspects reveals a characteristic 

space of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands: at once remote, urbanized, and transitory.  Indeed, the 

assertion of these three characteristics in the Big Bend locales far north of the actual border can 

be interpreted as the reemergence of the Big Bend as a borderland region, rather than a 

romanticized ranching community, artist colony or island of pristine wilderness. 

 
 

Conclusion: An Environmental Justice Framing 
 

The enactment of Big Bend air pollution issues at national and international scales, while 

failing to contain or suppress the toxic border, served to further reinforce negative constructions 

of the toxic, urban borderlands.  Furthermore, the remaking of the Big Bend as a tourist 

destination, which can certainly be seen as a move of resistance against the Big Bend’s 

borderlands identity, has led to a reassertion of that identity in the form of spaces for tourist 

                                                
8 Less tangible urban aspects that are becoming more apparent within the Big Bend include a widening rich-poor 
divide, the growing importance of government jobs and the concurrent decline of traditional ranching and 
agricultural sectors. 
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passage and an increasingly urban character in the region’s towns.  Large-scale economic forces 

are also imposing spaces of transit on the region, in order to facilitate international trade. 

Despite activist attempts to shape the Big Bend as a pristine island of nature, or as a site 

for healing and rejuvenation, social, political and economic forces at all levels are nudging the 

region in other directions.  As a purely tactical matter, if Big Bend environmental activists do not 

take these facts into account, they risk losing legitimacy and effectiveness.  For example, 

environmentalists’ promotion of the tourist economy is highly problematic; tourism as a primary 

industry at best provides highly variable economic returns, and its main benefits accrue to small 

segments of the community, to the exclusion of racial and ethnic minorities, among others. 

More generally, mainstream environmentalism, with its many recently discussed 

inadequacies (Martin 2004, Werbach 2004, Shellenberger and Nordhaus 2004), could benefit 

from a dialogue with borderlands narratives.  Understanding the Big Bend as part of the 

borderlands leads to very different concerns about air pollution and other environmental issues.  

The most appropriate framework for addressing air quality issues in the borderlands is not 

landscape protection or environmental purity, but environmental justice.  In this framework, a 

response to the planned routing of cargo trucks along La Entrada al Pacífico might be not only to 

agitate for bypasses around Alpine and Marfa, but to ensure that the trucks have adequate 

pollution controls, or use alternative fuels, in order to protect the health of people in Presidio and 

Ojinaga and elsewhere along this route.   

The activist response to haze in the region’s skies would be substantially the same–to 

press the Texas, U.S. and Mexican governments to better control sources of long-range air 

pollution–not only because air pollution obscures the spectacular views in the Big Bend, but 

because it provides a visual reminder of our consumption of fossil fuel energy, many of whose 
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effects, ranging from localized asthma to climate change, are felt disproportionately by poor 

communities worldwide.  Thus Big Bend haze, though it may obscure the desert landscape, also 

provides an opportunity to see more clearly, and advocate for, places and people that have been 

invisible. 
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