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U.S.-Mexico Border Control in a Changhg Economic and Security Context

Although far from Washingtonnal Mexico City, it is perhaponly a slight exaggeration
to say that U.S.-Mexico relations begimdaend at their shared 1,933-mile-long border.
Indeed, the degree of harmonyoanflict in the relationshipcreasingly depends on how
the border and border control tigas are politically managed.he border is both one of
the busiest and one of the most heavilyqadliterritorial lines in the world, where many
of the most critical and sensitive issuesha bilateral relationship, such as trade,
migration, and drug trafficking, come togethén fact, much of U.S. policy toward
Mexico has been driven by the twin objectiwdégacilitating authorized border crossings



and media attentioh.Driven primarily by concerns ow¢he large influx of unauthorized
migrants across the border, the size of the Bdsder Patrol more than doubled between
1993 and 2000. New personnel were matcheddvy border fencing, equipment, and
surveillance technologieddighly concentrated and higirofile border enforcement
operations were launched at major bordessings, such as “Operation Gatekeeper”
south of San Diego and “Operation Hold thed’iin El Paso. Both sides of the border
also became partly militarized in an effortremluce Mexico’s role as the transit point for
roughly 60 percent of the cocaine destinediie U.S. market and a major supplier of
heroin, marijuana, and methamphetamines.

Remarkably, the unprecedented border eefment buildup took place at the same time

as and did not significantly interfere withethapidly accelerating process of U.S.-Mexico
economic integration. Even as new policerieas were going up, old economic barriers
were coming down, formalized through tRerth American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA). Cross-border trade more than tripled between 1993 and 2000, from $81 billion
to $247 billion (making Mexico the second largeading partner afhe United States).

By the end of the decade, nearly 300 millpople, 90 million cars, and 4 million trucks
and railcars were entering the Unitethtes from Mexico every year.

Equally remarkable was that even wtihe boom in cross-border economic exchange
made the border control task“weeding out” illegal bader flows from legal flows
increasingly difficult (as the haystack grefimding the needle became harder), policy
discussions of economic integratiand border contrdargely remained
compartmentalized and divorced from each othso, even though migrant labor was a
leading Mexican export, it was treated dsoader control matter tiaer than, say, an
economic matter of labor market regulation.

Meanwhile, more intensive border control diot significantly deteillegal crossings but
rather prompted shifts in the location andthods of entry. In the case of cocaine
trafficking, for example, smugglers incrergly turned to camuflaging their illicit
shipments within the growing volume edmmercial cargo conveyances crossing the
border. In the case of unauthorized ratgyn, tighter border control fueled more
sophisticated and well-organized migrant smimggoperations. Whildiring the services
of a smuggler had traditionally been optibfma unauthorized crossers, this was now
more of a necessity, and often requiredragiing entry in more remote and dangerous



Border control in a new security context

On September 11, 2001, the U.S.-Mexico bowdas virtually shutdown, squeezing the
arteries that provided thée-blood to the border econonsi@nd to the larger U.S.-

Mexico economic integration process. WBrder inspectors were put on a Level 1

Alert, defined as a “sustained, intensiaatiterrorism operation.” The resulting traffic

jams and other border delays sent shock waves through the local economies on both sides
of the border. Mexican trade to the Unitedt8¢ contracted by 15 percent in the weeks

that followed. Most severely affected welectronics, textiles, chemicals, and Mexican
factories supplying just-in-time parts to Anican automobile plants. Even though border
delays are not as long as they were in theediate wake of the attacks, the new security
context has had a chilling effect on cross-border exchange.

The virtual shutdown of the border signaled thedurity trumps trade. Before 9-11, it
was the other way around: despite more intenand more high-profile border control in
the decade preceding the attacks, tradarb} trumped security. The new worry,
therefore, is that bordeontrols may become a new kind of trade barrier—a security
tariff that replaces the economic tariffsadll. The heightened post-9-11 importance of
border security has been esfted not only in the allotan of more border control
resources but also in the reorganization @musolidation of multiple agencies (including
the U.S. Immigration and Naturalizationr@ee and the CustosnService) under the
newly formed Department of Homeland Secutithe single largesteorganization of the
federal government in half a century. In teraf border control, this reorganization has
essentially consisted of taking the old deugl immigration contrdhfrastructure and
adapting it to counterterrorism efforts (whishd previously been a low priority).

The border control crackdovaparked by the terrorist emts on 9-11 also starkly
illustrated the high price of asymmetric intepgndence for Mexico. Mexico is far more
dependent on an open economic border atiteigfore far more vulnerable to security-
related border closings than the United &as. Almost 90 percent of Mexican trade
goes to the United States, but only 15 peroét).S. trade goes to Mexico. Some
Mexicans may understandably consider thigrasetric vulnerabilityto be a security
concern. The border policy agda is, more than ever, driven by U.S. worries and
anxieties irrespective of Mexican prioritiaad concerns. Thigas had a number of
troubling implications for Mexio, including a hardening ¢iie U.S. immigration policy
debate as immigration matters are now ¢gagsibly viewed througthe prism of national
security.

The upside of the new security context, hogrehas been far greater U.S. and Mexican
recognition of the need to more closely aboate and creativelyntegrate enforcement
and facilitation strategies imanaging cross-border flows. Due to the high stakes
involved, there has begmnowing policy awareness thidile economic integration process
cannot be maintained simply by the spontandagis of the market but requires active
government intervention and managemeravoid being slowed down or even derailed
in the new security environment.






A growing fear that has preoqued both U.S. and Mexican thorities is that the same
groups, methods, and routes used to smuggieants and drugs across the border can
now be utilized to smuggle terrorists andapons of mass destruction. Similarly, the
same fraudulent document industry thag leng provided identification cards for
unauthorized migrants can algotentially provide these seces to terrorists. Thus,
even while continuing to sharply disagreetlbose aspects of border control related to
unauthorized Mexican migration, the Unite@tst and Mexico shama strong pragmatic
interest in close counterterrorism coopearati Moreover, U.S.-Mexico counterterrorism
cooperation does not face the same level ofektim resistance arpblitical sensitivity
within Mexico that has traditionally @yued cooperation on counter-narcotics.
Cooperation in this area hasen promising, reflected, fexample, in the heightened
level of coordination between the Departhef Homeland Security and the Mexican
Secretariat of Government in overseding implementation of the 22-point Smart
Border Plan.

The future of U.S.-Mexico border control

The new security context presents an alietand an opportunity. Nothing illustrated the
former more starkly and bitterly for Mexicathan the quick dention of Mexico on the
Bush administration’s policy agenda followitige 9-11 attacks and the derailing of the
momentum that had been built up for a new dialogue on migration. However, the
heightened prioritization of bder security also presentsvandow of opportunity to re-
evaluate the border and border control. \Wbebr not the new security context can be
more of an enabling rather than a constrgjrfactor in U.S.-Mexico relations will very
much depend on skilled political leadershig @ommitment on both sides of the border.
The politically tricky challenge is to tap theightened attention and concern over border
security in a manner that promotes ratth@n poisons cross-border cooperation.

The trajectory of border control effortsllwo doubt be significantly shaped by the
location, method, timing, intensity, and frequenéwany future terrorist incidents. As
discussed, the dramatic events on Septerhbevere not directly border related but had
profound border ripple effects. more directly border-related incident, such as the
smuggling of a weapon of mass destructtmough a border port of entry would likely
provoke a powerful political backlash anetfealls for a dramatic hardening of the
border. U.S. and Mexican counterterrorisriated border control itiatives to date
should therefore be viewed as confidencédmg measures designed to avoid precisely
this kind of impulsive finger-paiting response. In this regattiere is an urgent need to
establish clear rapid response protocols andegliaes in the event of a terrorist event in
order to avoid another virtuahutdown of the border similar to what happened on 9-11.
Strategic planning in the area of border cointhould include meases to minimize and
contain the border collateral damage framy &uture terrorist-reted incidents.



As outlined in the policy recommendatiooifsa recent report on baer security by the
U.S.-Mexico Binational Councfinew policy measures should very much build on the
U.S.-Mexico Smart Border Accord. Redug cross-border friction and enhancing
communication and cooperation help to produce an increasingly dense web of cross-
border linkages to “de-border” those aspectsartier control where there is the greatest
convergence of interest.

The full potential of these steps, howevemymsikely to be reated without a more
fundamental rethinking of the border and fharadigm of bordecontrol. Although
politically awkward, this shodlstart with a new domestand bilateral conversation
about the border that overcontlg politics of denial thdtas long afflicted U.S.-Mexico
border control issues. This startsdmknowledging rather than continuing to
conveniently deny the inherent limitatioosborderline policing as a meaningful
deterrent. Regardless of the popular U.8tatic about having “lost control” of the
border, the border has never been “undatrol” and is unlikely to ever be fully
controlled in the future. The fact that tHeS.-Mexico border is #single busiest land
border in the world makes the limitationsrefying on the bordeais a centerpiece of
policing even more apparent. In the casdrafy control, for example, the amount of
cocaine necessary to satisfy U.S. consumersrie year can be transported in just nine
of the thousands of large tractor-traildrat cross the border eny day. Given this
sobering reality, relying on “coldits” through random inspeotis at the border is more
likely to impede legal trade more than illegg@de. In the case of immigration control,
adding thousands of new Bordeatrol agents to the line $idad the perverse effect of
enriching smugglers more than deterring rargs, creating a more serious organized
crime problem on the border. Operatibsiaccess against particular smuggling
organizations has not translated iateuccessful reduction of smuggling.

Even if the border is often the focus ofipoal attention, it is rarely the underlying
source of the problem or the site of the med&tctive policy solution. All states have the
right and obligation to protect their bordebsit an intense focus on policing the line
creates unrealistic expectaticarsd can distract attention awfrom pursuing potentially
more effective solutions. Unless theseomfortable facts and their equally
uncomfortable implications are fully inquorated into the policdebate, there will

always be a powerful urge tordan the border as a visibladasymbolic show of force in
moments of crisis when the pressuredo $omething” is greatest. While perhaps
politically irresistibe, such a response is not ohighly inefficient but can be
enormously damaging.

* U.S.-Mexico Binational Council).S.-Mexico Border Security and the Evolving

Security Relationship (Washington DC: Center for Strgie and International Studies and
Instituto Tecnologico Autonomde Mexico, April 2004). Ao see the report of the
Mexican Council on Foreign Relatioriéorth America: Secure and Efficient Borders
(summary of the North American Assemipheeting, Monterrey, Mexico, September 21-
22, 2003).






