The border counterinsurgency
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Soldiers patrolled in teams of four with weapons at the ready, wearing masks over their faces to conceal their identities from enemy surveillance. More than 40 checkpoints had been placed around the city; military forces took over for police, screening traffic and maintaining security. Occasionally, firefights broke out between various armed factions. The locals were stuck in the middle, and often played both sides. 

Iraq? Afghanistan? The Balkans? 

I recently observed this scene unfold in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, less than 50 yards from the United States. Since President Felipe Calderón took office in December 2006, more than 4,100 Mexicans have died amid the violence – almost exactly the same number of Americans killed in five years of war in Iraq. From Tijuana to Matamoros, police officers have been bribed, intimidated and assassinated. Throughout Mexico, 40,000 troops struggle valiantly, but often unsuccessfully, to impose order. “It is a war,” Calderón openly declared this past May to reporters. 

I believe Calderón is correct. Although the casualty level in Mexico is much lower than that of Iraq – combatants do not use suicide bombs and improvised explosive devices to attack each other – both wars deal with insurgents fighting to weaken the government. In Iraq, different factions of Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds jockey to impose their worldview on their neighbors. In Mexico, cartels fight against the authorities for market control to feed the insatiable demand for marijuana, heroin and cocaine in the United States. 

The Pentagon's position on the war in Mexico has not been clearly defined. According to the Los Angeles Times, drug interdiction capabilities south of the border were reduced from 2003-07 by 62 percent as a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. And to the north, Operation Jump Start, a federally funded surge of 6,000 National Guard troops that was less than popular with Defense Department brass, ended July 15. There are no plans for renewal. 

Congress has been equally vague. Both Democrats and Republicans have offered less-than-enthusiastic support for the Merida Initiative, a toothless three-year, $1.4 billion aid package for Mexico that is scheduled to begin this year. More than 80 percent of the bill's funding is dedicated to technology procurement (predominately sensors, manned aircraft and unmanned aerial vehicles). 

Skeptics in Congress suggest that the Mexicans could not be trusted to use the remaining 20 percent of the funds responsibly; consequently, the bill grants the Calderón government little discretion in how the money is used. The only certain winners are aviation defense contractors. 

Now is the time to change this failed paradigm. Instead of viewing the border violence through the lens of an interminable drug war, policy-makers should take lessons from recent tactical successes overseas. We should candidly identify the violence for what it actually is: a counterinsurgency that – if unchecked – could threaten the foundations of the Mexican state and sow the seeds for decades of instability throughout North America. 

A counterinsurgency approach does not imply a quick fix or a silver bullet. Increasingly known as “hybrid wars” in Pentagon parlance, unconventional guerrilla operations take time and patience to effectively implement. As we have seen in Afghanistan and Iraq, hybrid wars also require warriors who possess a special mix of cultural agility, investigative instinct and political cunning. Counterinsurgencies are waged and won in a myriad of tactical actions with a timeline that unfolds in years, not months. 

Setting aside the troop “surge” in Iraq, the most recent illustration of smart hybrid tactics took place in Colombia. Commentators have justifiably praised President Alvaro Uribe's government during the rescue of Ingrid Betancourt and other captives. 

The success, however, quietly occurred in partnership with American advisers from the office of Assistant Secretary of Defense for Special Operations Michael Vickers. For the past two years, Vickers' staff had helped the Colombians develop and implement a “strategic shift” that had tactical implications. With limited, but effective U.S. assistance, a country that once was a failing narco-state has started maturing into a stable democracy. 

If the United States wants the Mexican government to win its own hybrid war, then the partnership between American and Mexican military authorities needs to grow more robust. As a result of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Pentagon has acquired a cadre of the finest counterinsurgency practitioners on the planet. 

President Calderón could use American warrior-scholars who have cut their teeth in complex combat for assistance in Mexico City's own fight. Our focus should not only be on homeland security, but also in taking concrete, productive steps to quell the furor to the south. This will have the benefit of reducing the Mexican incentive to illegally emigrate and, more important, lay the foundation for an enduring and comprehensive North American security alliance. 
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