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WAR WITHOUT BORDERS

In Drug War, Tribe Feels Invaded by Both Sides
By ERIK ECKHOLM
Published: January 24, 2010

SELLS, Ariz. — An eerie hush settles in at sundown on the Tohono

O’odham Nation, which straddles 75 miles of border with Mexico.

Few residents leave their homes. The

roads crawl with the trucks of Border

Patrol agents, who stop unfamiliar

vehicles, scrutinize back roads for

footprints and hike into the desert

wilds to intercept smugglers carrying

marijuana on their backs and droves

of migrants trying to make it north.

By the bad luck of geography, the

only large Indian reservation on the embattled border is

caught in the middle, emerging as a major transit point

for drugs as well as people.

A long-insular tribe of 28,000 people and its culture are

paying a steep price: the land is swarming with outsiders,

residents are afraid to walk in the hallowed desert, and

some members, lured by drug cartel cash in a place with

high unemployment, are ending up in prison.

“People will knock on your door, flash a wad of money and

ask if you can drive this bale of marijuana up north,” said

Marla Henry, 38, chairwoman of Chukut Kuk district,

which covers much of the border zone.

The tightening of border security to the east and west,

which started in the 1990s and intensified after the Sept.

11 attacks, funneled more drug traffic through the Tohono

O’odham reservation, federal officials said, and especially

more marijuana, which is hard to slip through vehicle

crossings because of its bulk.

A record 319,000 pounds of marijuana were seized on the

reservation in 2009, up from 201,000 pounds the

previous year, along with small amounts of cocaine,

heroin and methamphetamine.

Hundreds of tribal members have been prosecuted in

federal, state or tribal courts for smuggling drugs or

humans, taking offers that reach $5,000 for storing

marijuana or transporting it across the reservation. In a

few families, both parents have been sent to prison,

leaving grandparents to raise the children.

“People are afraid that if they say no, they’ll be threatened

by the cartel,” Ms. Henry said.

If residents of remote villages tried to call the police, she

said, help might not arrive for two hours or more.

At the same time, some residents are angry at the

intrusion of hundreds of federal agents, including some who stay for a week at a time on

bases in remote parts of the reservation. The surge in agents who cruise the roads has

meant more checkpoints and tighter controls on a border that tribal members, 1,500 of

whom live in Mexico, once freely crossed.

Go to Complete List »

More Articles in US »

Sign up for a summary of the day's top stories from
around the globe, delivered at the start of the Asian
morning. See Sample
fred_kiel@yahoo.com   

Global Update

MOST POPULAR

1. Frank Rich: The State of the Union Is Comatose

2. One Noodle at a Time in Tokyo

3. In Portland, Going Green and Growing Vertical in a
Bid for Energy Savings

4. Op-Ed Contributor: How to Reform Our Financial
System

5. The Web Way to Learn a Language

6. The 3 Facebook Settings Every User Should Check
Now

7. Thomas L. Friedman: Never Heard That Before

8. Is There an Ecological Unconscious?

9. Maureen Dowd: Camus Fired Up

10. Patient Money: Migraines Force Sufferers to Do Their
Homework

In Germany, a Tradition Falls,
and Women Rise
ALSO IN EUROPE NEWS Â»

The Good Mother, and Modern Politician
Working Mothers in Germany

SIGN IN TO
RECOMMEND

E-MAIL

SEND TO PHONE

PRINT

SINGLE PAGE

REPRINTS

SHARE

TWITTER

Photographs

BLOGGED SEARCHEDE-MAILED

HOME PAGE TODAY'S PAPER VIDEO MOST POPULAR TIMES TOPICS Get Home Delivery My Account Welcome, fredkiel  Log Out  Help

TimesPeople recommended: The State of the Union Is Comatose 5:28 AMWelcome to TimesPeople
Get Started Recommend

http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Middle1C&sn2=74667fac/fd222653&sn1=c52b482c/1dd4198&camp=Sony_Picture_Classics01a_1130716_nyt5&ad=Education_88x31_NowPlaying&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fsonyclassics%2Ecom%2Fnyt%2F%3Fid%3Daneducation%20
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://health.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://travel.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/politics/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/education/index.html
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2010/01/25/us/25border_CA1_337-395.html',%20'25border_CA1_337_395',%20'width=720,height=563,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2010/01/25/us/25border_CA1_337-395.html',%20'25border_CA1_337_395',%20'width=720,height=563,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2010/01/25/us/0125BORDER_index.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/mexico/drug_trafficking/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2010/01/25/us/0125BORDER_index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2010/01/25/us/0125BORDER_index.html
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2010/01/25/us/25border_CA0span.html',%20'25border_CA0span',%20'width=670,height=435,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
javascript:pop_me_up2('http://www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2010/01/25/us/25border_CA0span.html',%20'25border_CA0span',%20'width=670,height=435,scrollbars=yes,toolbars=no,resizable=yes')
http://www.nytimes.com/slideshow/2010/01/25/us/0125BORDER_index.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/e/erik_eckholm/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/mexico/index.html?inline=nyt-geo
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/m/marijuana/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
http://www.nytimes.com/gst/mostemailed.html
http://global.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/marketing/email/samples/todaysheadlines_asianmorning.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/opinion/31rich.html?em
http://travel.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/travel/31ramen.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/us/31portland.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/opinion/31volcker.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/28/technology/personaltech/28basics.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/external/readwriteweb/2010/01/20/20readwriteweb-the-3-facebook-settings-every-user-should-c-29287.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/opinion/31friedman.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/magazine/31ecopsych-t.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/opinion/31dowd.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/30/health/30patient.html?em
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Box1&sn2=21dcfe01/d1c4e38e&sn1=3326253/74da5618&camp=IHT2009-Mktg-336x280-GE_ROS-US-Mktg_module&ad=336x280_Mktg_Module_Europe_Jan_19&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/18/world/europe/18iht-women.html?ref=europe
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Box1&sn2=21dcfe01/d1c4e38e&sn1=3326253/74da5618&camp=IHT2009-Mktg-336x280-GE_ROS-US-Mktg_module&ad=336x280_Mktg_Module_Europe_Jan_19&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/18/world/europe/18iht-women.html?ref=europe
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Box1&sn2=21dcfe01/d1c4e38e&sn1=ca7d4db6/769fe77f&camp=IHT2009-Mktg-336x280-GE_ROS-US-Mktg_module&ad=336x280_Mktg_Module_Europe_Jan_19&goto=http://global.nytimes.com/europe/?
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Box1&sn2=21dcfe01/d1c4e38e&sn1=3326253/74da5618&camp=IHT2009-Mktg-336x280-GE_ROS-US-Mktg_module&ad=336x280_Mktg_Module_Europe_Jan_19&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/18/world/europe/18iht-womenside.html?ref=europe
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Box1&sn2=21dcfe01/d1c4e38e&sn1=3326253/74da5618&camp=IHT2009-Mktg-336x280-GE_ROS-US-Mktg_module&ad=336x280_Mktg_Module_Europe_Jan_19&goto=http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/01/18/world/europe/Bennhold-women.html
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BaH10zaxmS_umCIf2lAeTo8mACY_N2qIB0-rHmxCp87uaBrDzexABGAEg7JqNDDgAUIeIzd0EYMm-pI3spIAQoAGq58H_A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbboBATDIAQLaATJodHRwOi8vd3d3Lm55dGltZXMuY29tLzIwMTAvMDEvMjUvdXMvMjVib3JkZXIuaHRtbIACAcACAcgCobvDAagDAegDqwHoA6sE6APABegDqAP1AwAEAIT1AyAAgAA&num=1&sig=AGiWqtwG6dltXE2KAUm87lOlKBdM0ZwDRw&client=ca-nytimes_display_block&adurl=http://www.healthyback.com/storelocs/storelocs.php
javascript:document.emailThis.submit();
javascript:void(0);
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html?pagewanted=print
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html#
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html#
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Frame4A&sn2=147a488/1f5efe16&sn1=ce3c8b25/e243fcf4&camp=foxsearch2010_emailtools_1225561c_nyt5&ad=CH_120x60_jan19&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Efoxsearchlight%2Ecom%2Fcrazyheart
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html#
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html#
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html#
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/video
http://www.nytimes.com/mostpopular
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=global.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day&pos=Bar1&sn2=643b9feb/51c4838b&sn1=d5e9462f/59f4a72&camp=nyt2010-circ-bar1_non-hp-34U7K&ad=061809-bar1_non-hp_34U7K&goto=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Enytimesathome%2Ecom%2Fsplitter%5Fcp%2Findex%2Ephp%3FSPTR%5FID%3DhdNYT%26MediaCode%3DW47AF%26CMP%3D34U7K
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/
http://www.nytimes.com/mem/profile.html
http://www.nytimes.com/logout
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/view/user/undefined
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/view/user/undefined
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/31/opinion/31rich.html?src=tp
http://timespeople.nytimes.com/getstarted


2/1/10 5:28 AMWar Without Borders - In Drug War, Arizona Tribe Feels Invaded by Both Sides - Series - NYTimes.com

Page 2 of 2http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/25/us/25border.html

 

Home World  U.S.  N.Y. / Region  Business  Technology  Science  Health  Sports  Opinion  Arts  Style  Travel  Jobs  Real Estate  Automobiles  Back to Top

Copyright 2010 The New York Times Company Privacy Policy  Terms of Service  Search  Corrections  RSS  First Look  Help  Contact Us  Work for Us  Site Map

Sign in to Recommend

More Articles in US »A version of this article appeared in print on January 25, 2010, on
page A1 of the New York edition.

Drug Abuse and Traffic Get E-Mail Alerts
Smuggling Get E-Mail Alerts
Illegal Immigrants Get E-Mail Alerts
Native Americans Get E-Mail Alerts

Related Searches

The once-placid reservation feels like a “militarized zone,” said Ned Norris Jr., the tribal

chairman, who also says the tribe must cooperate to stem the cartels. “Drug smuggling is

a problem we didn’t create, but now we’re having to deal with the consequences.”

Many residents say they live in fear of the smugglers and hordes of migrants who lurk

around their homes, and also of being subjected to a humiliating search by federal

agents.

The elderly avoid the desert, even in the daytime, because they might stumble upon a

cache of marijuana or drug “mules” hiding in desert washes until dark.

“We can’t even go out to collect wood for the stove,” said Verna Miguel, 63, who was

traumatized three years ago when a group of migrants forced her to stop on a road, beat

her and stole her vehicle.

“We’ve always picked saguaro fruits and cholla buds,” Ms. Miguel said, using such desert

products for consumption and rituals. “But now we don’t dare do that.”

Until recently, the reservation’s international border was porous, defended by three

strands of barbed wire. Over the last two years, it has been lined with metal posts and

Normandy-style barriers to stop the trucks that used to barrel through and head for

Phoenix.

Federal officials describe the rise in drug seizures on the reservation as a sign of growing

success on what had long been a vulnerable section of border. Barriers and surveillance

have forced most of the smugglers to enter on foot rather than in vehicles and spend

hours or days sneaking through the reservation, making them more vulnerable to

detection, said Agent Robert Gilbert, chief of the Tucson sector of the Border Patrol.

But the large busts, here and elsewhere on the border, are also a measure of the

continued trade and profits reaped by the cartels.

“The cartels use the profit from marijuana to purchase cocaine in Colombia and Peru

and the ingredients for meth and heroin from other regions,” said Elizabeth W.

Kempshall, special agent in charge of the Arizona office of the Drug Enforcement

Administration. “So marijuana is the catalyst for the rest of the drug trade.”
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