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To Rosalva Gallardo, who was herself a bridge across the border.
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Chapter 1

Global Trends and Border
Consequences

Multiplying Borders

Our shrinking planet hosts a growing number of nations. Along with
the rapid political reconfigurations of the 1990s, new boundaries are
proliferating like lines on a fractured mirror. At the same time, the
distances between nations are being narrowed through migration,
travel, communications, and trade. The collapse of communism in
the Soviet Union and eastern Europe and the virtual disintegration
of several African states have been accompanied by drastic changes
in the political landscape. New, often ethnically based nations are
in the process of inventing themselves and securing their borders.
Between late 1991 and mid-1993, the dissolution of two great hetero-
geneous federations, the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, into many
ethnic republics, as well as the amicable separation of Czechoslova-
kia, expanded the number of international boundaries by 46 (Udall
and Varady, 1993).! By their very nature, borders create stress and
contradictions, and the increasing number of borders is cause for
concern. Where the peripheries of nations come together, experience
suggests that both problems and possibilities exist.

Boundaries are legal constructs invented by humans to serve a va-
riety of important purposes. Political control cannot be asserted
without setting a boundary inside of which a regime governs. Rights
cannot exist unless a boundary separates those who have rights from
those who do not. Formerly united peoples divide as a way of resolv-
ing disputes resulting from irreconcilable interests, allowing each
new nation to go its own way. Less internal conflict may exist when
borders are drawn to include people with common interests or to
exclude those with different backgrounds and points of view.

Boundaries can be flashpoints over issues that neighbors have in
common, such as environmental pollution. Natural resources are
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especially likely to present problems because of their increasing
scarcity and value. Further, national boundaries often intersect the
boundaries of natural systems, and actions taken by one nation that
affect the atmosphere, oceans, airsheds, watersheds, aquifers, wildlife
migration corridors, and other shared resources are bound to affect
the interests of other nations.

What should be optimally treated as a unified whole is managed
instead through different and often conflicting regimes. Boundaries
fragment legal and political power, with the result that there is no
single jurisdiction with the power to make and enforce decisions.
Throughout Eurasia, for example, the number of trustees of threat-
ened resources such as the Black, Aral, and Caspian Seas and the
Danube River has multiplied severalfold. What were once difficult
internal problems for the Soviet Union and its eastern European sis-
ter states have become even more complex international issues.?
There are other costs associated with drawing boundary lines as well.
Drawing boundaries has the effect of marginalizing the things closest
to the line, designating them as remote from the core. The break-
down of law and order and the decline of civilizing influences are
often associated with frontier regions. It is no accident that from the
time the Akkadian Empire constructed a wall of fortresses known as
the Repeller of the Amorites almost 4,050 years ago (H. Weiss et al.,
1993), powerful interests have fortified themselves against change by
building walls and arming outposts along borders.

But if boundaries can separate, they can also connect. They can
bridge differences and bring divergent interests and attitudes closer
together, functioning as points of contact and cooperation where
greater diversity and opportunity for innovation exist. Frontiers are
often testing grounds that illustrate the vulnerability of a system and
the advantages of change. The Berlin Wall, after all, represented a
desperate act by a threatened regime, and the permeability of the
border leading to the dismantling of the wall signaled the regime’s end.
Boundaries, more than other places, provide the geographic context
for challenging established ideas. Possibilities expand at the frontier.
At their best, borders are places where conventional approaches are
questioned; stereotypes dissolve in the face of reality, and new under-
standing emerges. A boundary region that shares and combines the



