Space invaders - Mexican illegal aliens and the US

	Key Points

· The number of illegal immigrants entering the US from 

 HYPERLINK "http://www6.janes.com:80/pmp/indirect.pmp?match=Mexico&doc=http://www4.janes.com/subscribe/jir/doc_view.jsp%3FK2DocKey%3D/content1/janesdata/mags/jir/history/jir2008/jir10519.htm%40current%26Prod_Name%3DJIR%26QueryText%3D" 
Mexico
 is falling.

· This is the result of both a worsening employment environment in the US and improved law enforcement measures.

· Efforts to secure the border completely are unlikely to succeed while the incentives for illegal immigration remain so great.


As the number of illegal immigrants crossing from Mexico to the US falls, David Danelo examines immigration trends and explains why efforts to seal the border are unlikely to succeed, despite a slowing US economy and increased law enforcement. 
After many years of seeking to secure the United States-Mexico border, officials are now beginning to announce some success. In the financial year 2008 - the US government's 12-month calendar starts annually each October - the US Border Patrol recorded 705,000 arrests on the US-Mexico border. This represents an 18 per cent decrease since 2007 and is the lowest number of arrests recorded since 1977. Moreover, according to the Bank of Mexico, remittances from Mexican workers living in the US declined 12.2 per cent in August 2008, indicating that some migrants may even be beginning to return to Mexico. This was the largest single monthly decline recorded since Mexico City began tracking this statistic. In the first six months of 2008, remittances fell to USD11.2 billion, a 2.2 per cent decline from the same period in 2007. 

This fall in efforts to cross the border reflects several main factors. Primarily, the US economy is slowing, with growth estimated at 1.6 per cent in 2008, before falling further to 0.1 per cent in 2009. As such, Mexican migrant workers, who are the largest majority of illegal aliens in the US, appear to be less willing to risk the trip north for jobs that do not exist. In addition, the economic disincentive to enter the US has coincided with increased border control measures and social trends to make illegal immigration a less attractive option. 

In Mexico, the launch of a major security operation designed to crack down on drug trafficking across the border has also affected illegal immigration flows. Mexican President Felipe Calderón has deployed more than 30,000 troops throughout the country to combat the cartels, most of which are rotated through border cities. This has encouraged some limited co-operation between US and Mexican authorities, including intelligence sharing, logistical support, liaison officers and radio frequency exchanges between command centres, improving joint ability to disrupt cross-border networks. Alongside US economic concerns and border security initiatives, Mexican efforts have provided a further disincentive to illegally crossing the border, particularly for opportunistic migrants rather than organised criminal groups. 

Cyclical patterns

This is not the first time a boom and bust cycle has unfolded involving North American immigrant workers. In the 20th century, North America's internal migration developed a predictable pattern. Periods of high demand for labour in the US would increase the US immigrant population, which led to a national backlash calling for increased restrictions. This was followed by periods of economic decline that would send migrants back home, until recovery once again spurred labour demand. 

In previous generations, this cycle also included a predictable pattern south of the border. An economically induced reduction in cross-border smuggling would also decrease violence and criminal activity in Mexico. Yet this time, Mexico's efforts to counter the drugs trade by putting pressure on the cartels means that the US-Mexico border is unlikely to stabilise. On the contrary, both US and Mexican federal, state and local authorities believe that violence will increase on both sides over the next year. 

In the past two decades, four major events have influenced the ebb and flow of human traffic across the US-Mexico border. The business boom following the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) pulled labour to farms, factories and maquiladoras (export assembly plants), particularly in southern Texas. By 2008, an average of 10,000 trucks crossed Laredo's four international bridges each day, transporting 40 per cent of all US goods consumed east of the Mississippi River. 

The same year NAFTA was signed, then US president Bill Clinton and Duncan Hunter, Republican congressman for San Diego, implemented Operation Gatekeeper, a crackdown on crime along the San Diego-Tijuana border. Control measures included heat-seeking cameras, motion sensors, additional agents and two rows of fencing 14 miles long. Operation Gatekeeper reduced smuggling traffic along the San Diego border, and migrant smugglers, or coyotes, began shifting their operations into rural areas to the east. 

From 1989 to 1997, US military ground forces assisted the Border Patrol, Customs and Drug Enforcement Agency with counter-drug operations on the US-Mexico border. However, ground operations were restricted in May 1997 after a US Marine accidentally shot and killed Esequiel Hernandez, a young man in west Texas. The withdrawal of US troops led to a renewed escalation in smuggling, particularly in remote areas throughout Arizona. 

Finally, the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on the US fuelled a bureaucratic maze of changes, leading to a consolidation of several US federal agencies under the newly created Department of Homeland Security. Before the attacks, President George W Bush and then-Mexican President Vicente Fox both sought to lower restrictions on border travel, increase the US guest worker programmes and reduce waiting times at crossings. The increase in border security and increased difficulty in crossing encouraged illegal migrant workers who crossed seasonally to remain in the US instead of returning home. 

Securing the border

Although the US Border Patrol's strategic mission was expanded after the 11 September 2001 attacks to include an emphasis on counter-terrorism, the supply, demand and security events that have transformed the border during the past two decades did not result in any major operational shifts. The Border Patrol divides its areas of responsibility into 20 sectors dispersed throughout the continental US, with the nine sectors on the US-Mexico border receiving most of the USD7 billion the US government directs towards border security each year. With the exception of minor alterations in nomenclature and boundaries, these sectors have been unchanged since the Border Patrol was created in 1924. 

At 1,952 miles long, the US-Mexico border is the most frequently crossed border in the world, with at least 250 million people legally crossing per year. The non-partisan Pew Hispanic Center estimates that 850,000 Latin Americans cross the border illegally each year. Although the Border Patrol cannot track every illegal crossing, the agency maintains a statistic termed the "get-away ratio". This refers to the number of people who are detected crossing illegally, but not apprehended. In 2004, the get-away ratio in five of the nine sectors was more than 75 per cent. As of September 2008, the ratio was below 50 per cent in all sectors. 

The nine sectors on the US southwestern border can be divided into four major regions from east to west. The Rio Grande Valley, Laredo and Del Rio sectors account for about two-thirds of the volume of illegal alien traffic from Latin American countries other than Mexico. These sectors are closest to the Mexican-Guatemalan border, which remains highly porous and easy to cross. These sectors also contain half of all ports of entry between the US and Mexico, which includes the largest share of the border's economic activity. 

The El Paso and Marfa Sectors, where the border changes from a river to a line in the sand, contain the largest percentage of the Texas-Mexico border and the entire boundary between the US state of New Mexico and the Republic of Mexico. Beyond the five million people living in the El Paso/Ciudad Juárez area, the defining feature in these sectors is the barren Chihuahua Desert. 

Officially, the Rio Grande winds north into New Mexico in El Paso, although the primary source of the Rio Grande is not correctly depicted on global maps. This has security implications throughout the Texas-Mexico border. West of Presidio, Texas, where the Río Conchos empties into the Rio Grande, Border Patrol agents stay alert for smugglers driving vehicles across the river. If the Río Conchos is flowing at a normal rate, trucks and sport-utility vehicles can only cross the river west of the Río Conchos-Rio Grande juncture. However, if Mexico does not release enough water, vehicles can drive across the Rio Grande at any location. Consequently, officials in all five Texas-Mexico border sectors monitor the flow rate of the Río Conchos. 

The major focus of Border Patrol efforts is in Arizona, where the Tucson and Yuma Sectors accounted for 500,000 apprehensions in 2007, half of all arrests on the US-Mexico border. In contrast to the Texas border - which, between the cities, comprises predominately private farms and ranches - Arizona's borderlands are primarily federal, consisting of wildlife preserves, Native American reservations and military training grounds in the Sonora Desert. The parks, reservations and bases comprise 68 per cent of Arizona's borderlands and although the US government owns the land, the rugged, undeveloped terrain is difficult to police. 

The final two sectors in California - El Centro and San Diego - account for the smallest ratio between border frontage and population. At least 10 million people live on both sides of the California-Baja California border; cities such as Calexico, Mexicali, El Centro, Tecate, San Diego and Tijuana account for the majority of residents. After the security reinforcements following the 11 September 2001 attacks, incidents of coyotes throwing rocks at Border Patrol agents rose in both California sectors, indicating a greater need to distract agents in order to smuggle migrants across. 

In the San Diego Sector, security improvements resulting from Operation Gatekeeper shifted the coyote tactics; many illegal migrants cross through, not under or around, the ports of entry. According to a 2004 San Diego State University study, 95 per cent of California's illegal workers who are arrested and deported say that they were smuggled into the US through an official port of entry, either in a vehicle or using a false identification. If accurate, this would be the highest percentage of people smuggled through the ports of entry in all nine sectors. 

Agency challenges

As each of the nine sectors is located within a different strategic environment, Border Patrol sector chiefs and supervisory agents liaise with other US agencies in each region. US Customs agents wearing blue uniforms screen vehicle and foot traffic that legally crosses bridges and passes through gates at ports of entry, rather than Border Patrol agents (who wear green). Other federal organisations working with these agencies on border security are the Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Drug Enforcement Agency and the US Department of Justice. 

Although the Department of Homeland Security grouped both agencies into Customs and Border Protection in 2003, the Customs and Border Patrol organisations have different professional cultures and spar as bureaucratic rivals. Both Customs and the Border Patrol use three types of resources - personnel (official government employees, intelligence analysts and private contractors), technology (cameras, sensors and radar) and infrastructure (fences, barriers and natural obstacles) - to increase security. Routine tactical security procedures, such as securing gaps at transition points along the border and ports of entry, are well co-ordinated. More complex operations, such as intelligence collection, investigations and raids, are less efficiently synchronised. Although mandated in all sectors, the operational success of co-ordination is often driven by personality and leadership style between supervisors from Border Patrol and Customs and varies between sectors and ports of entry. 

In addition to these challenges, variables of terrain, economic activity, population size and urban development create different operational approaches to securing the border. However, these requirements are not always reflected by legislation covering cross-border security, as was illustrated by the US dialogue surrounding the Secure Fence Act 2006, which required the Department of Homeland Security to construct 700 miles of fencing identical to the San Diego barrier from the 1994 Operation Gatekeeper model on every urban area along the border. As of March 2008, only 167 miles of Gatekeeper-style fencing had been completed, with almost all border fencing being built from El Paso to the west. 

The Secure Fence Act 2006 was drafted, proposed and shepherded through the House of Representatives by Congressman Hunter, then chairman of the House Armed Services Committee. He had been one of the main catalysts behind Operation Gatekeeper in 1994 during the Clinton administration. As the fencing cut illegal traffic by more than 50 per cent in San Diego after Gatekeeper, Hunter believed the tactical success could be replicated in every urban environment along the border. 

Border Patrol agents stationed in California, Arizona and west Texas sectors agree with Congressman Hunter's position; the terrain in their sectors, along with tactical challenges, has similarities to that of the San Diego sector. Yet senior border officials from the three eastern sectors (Del Rio, Laredo and Rio Grande Valley) question the demand for additional fencing within their regions and advocate a separate tactical solution. In Texas, the US-Mexico border runs down the centre of the Rio Grande, not across a desert or through the centre of a city. 

South Texas agents point out two reasons they believe fencing along the Rio Grande will not be effective. A dense bamboo-like plant called carrizo cane has infested both sides of the Rio Grande. Since the carrizo has overwhelmed the riverbanks, any double fence would have to be set back from the river. The additional fencing - if constructed according to the Secure Fence Act standards - would destroy valuable urban property along the border, including colleges, golf courses and private homes. When added together, each section of fencing would effectively give hundreds of square miles of Texas - parts of cities, private property, river access and large sections of state parks - to Mexico. 

The central objections of south Texans to a border fence are the threats to land sovereignty and economic development, which officials in south Texas credit with reducing local crime and illegal activity. As operational strategy depends on existing physical barriers - the Rio Grande being an obstacle for smugglers - Border Patrol agents in south Texas believe the Rio Grande could be used more effectively, therefore mitigating local concerns. Instead of fencing, south Texas-based agents have suggested an alternative tactical solution to Department of Homeland Security officials: increase the Border Patrol's use of shallow water boats to interdict illegal aliens swimming across the river. 

Maintaining routes

Regardless of the addition or absence of fencing, this tactic will not significantly reduce the volume of trafficking through the US-Mexico border. The consequence of fencing, along with increased surveillance and interdiction efforts in Arizona, will increase the demand for traffickers to access the ports of entry, as they have accomplished in San Diego Sector. US law enforcement has reduced access to major smuggling routes, particularly in the Tucson and Yuma Sectors that cover Arizona's Sonora Desert, but since 2006 the ongoing presence of Mexican soldiers opposing the cartels has added a significant variable. 

The most important consequence of the combined US-Mexican effort has been the decrease in the number of available plazas, or major smuggling routes through US ports of entry. The four major Mexican drugs cartels - Gulf, Juárez, Sinaloa and Tijuana - are ferociously competing with US federal agencies, the Mexican Army and each other for control of the few that remain. The five plaza 'crown jewels' are the ports that connect the cities of Brownsville/Matamoros, Laredo/Nuevo Laredo, El Paso/Ciudad Juárez, Nogales/Nogales, and San Diego/Tijuana. These five cities, and the surrounding regions, are likely to see the most violence in the next year. 

In addition, Mexico's drug war will almost certainly have some effect on rates of crime in US border cities. In September 2008, the police chief of Ciudad Acuña was assassinated while visiting a friend in Del Rio, Texas. The El Paso Chamber of Commerce believes that more than 100,000 Mexican-US dual citizens have moved from Ciudad Juárez into El Paso in 2008 because of the drug war. While increased joint operations between US and Mexican forces should result in a greater ability to put pressure on the cartels, the corollary may be the export of violent crime from Mexico to north of the border. 

Moreover, the decrease in illegal immigration witnessed in 2008 is unlikely to be sustained, despite US-Mexico security pressure. Illegal migrants have consistently sought new means of evading border security, whether via infiltrating legal crossings or shifting to more inhospitable terrain. As such, it appears that it is the economic downturn rather than the heightened security efforts that have encouraged such a sharp decline in illegal immigration. Once the US economy begins to recover, the cyclical uptick in illegal immigration is likely to begin once again. 

	GOING UNDERGROUND

In 2005, a tunnel stretching more than two miles was discovered running from a building in Tijuana to a warehouse in San Diego. Known as the La Media Tunnel, the underground passageway was equipped with a concrete floor, ventilation system, electric lighting and rail-and-cart system. It was one of at least 20 discovered since in the San Diego Sector alone. Officials believe the La Media Tunnel was primarily used to smuggle narcotics, although some illegal immigrants may also have traversed the subterranean alley. 

However, the San Diego Sector does not face the largest tunnel threat along the US-Mexico border. Of more than 80 border tunnels discovered since the 11 September 2001 attacks on the US, more than half have been found in the Tucson Sector in Nogales, Arizona. The terrain of steep hills and network of culverts has made this bi-national city - Nogales is also the Mexican name - the tunnel capital of the border. 

A border tunnel could be a 200-yard crawl space through which small children could smuggle drugs, a concrete culvert or drainage network, or an engineered structure reinforced with wood beams and steel bars. More than 75 per cent of tunnels are less formal structures. Complex tunnels, which cost more than USD1 million to build, are typically financed by one of the major drug cartels. For this reason, most border tunnels are dedicated to drug smuggling. One example was an unfinished tunnel discovered in September 2008 near Calexico, California, that had been financed by the Sinaloa Cartel. 

Ronald S Colburn, deputy chief of Customs and Border Patrol, told Jane's that when agents discover a larger tunnel, they often do so through informants, on an agent's investigative instinct, or simply by accident. After the 2002 development of US Northern Command, the US Department of Defense invited Border Patrol agents to assist with testing new seismic detection equipment. The Border Patrol benefits from developments in US Department of Defense technology to improve its own capabilities for tunnel detection. So far, human intelligence has proven superior to any other solution for uncovering underground means of crossing the border. 


	


	Migrants walk towards the US-Mexico border wall on the outskirts of Nogales, Mexico, on 1 April 2008. The terrain of steep hills and network of culverts has made this city the tunnel capital of the border. (PA Photos) 
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	A US Border Patrol agent pictured through the fence along the US-Mexico border on 1 September 2008. The Secure Fence Act 2006 required the Department of Homeland Security to construct 700 miles of fencing on every urban area along the border. As of March 2008, only 167 miles of fencing had been completed. (PA Photos) 
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	A 730-m long tunnel passes under the US-Mexico border in Tijuana, Mexico, as photographed in January 2006. Complex tunnels, which cost more than USD1 million to build, are typically financed by one of the major drug cartels. (PA Photos) 
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