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Borders
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There are probably no two countries in the world that are as much alike as
the United States and Canada. Each is proud of its legal system derived from
Anglo-Saxon law and, with the exception of Québec, both share a common
language and a common cultural heritage. Canadians and Americans are
“children of a common mother,” as the Peace Arch on the border at Blaine,
Washington, proclaims. Indeed, immigration and settlement patterns
explain this commonality. The core of English-speaking Canada emigrated
from the newly independent United States after the American Revolution
and, during the settlement of western North America, the populations of
the two countries crossed their mutual border, mingling along the way in
response to changing opportunities (Hanson, 1940).
The great transatlantic migration from Europe in the nineteenth century brought the same kinds of immigrants to both the United States and
Canada. The Second Great Migration, which is now in full-swing, is bringing similar kinds of people from other continents into both countries. This
new wave of immigration is creating immigrant populations on both sides
of the border who are similar in composition and dynamics.
Canada and the United States also have interdependent economies.
Trade is one of the most important relationships between the two countries.
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An enormous volume of trade passes across the border each way every
day. Trade contributes to the prosperity of Canada to a great extent, and
to the prosperity of the United States to a lesser extent.
Despite increasing economic interdependence and the commonality of
language, cultural heritage, and population, the border that separates the
two countries, “the continental divide” as Seymour Martin Lipset (1990)
has described it, is a significant element, not only in their relationship
with one another, but also in their separate identities. Historian Benedict
Anderson (1991) has described modern nation states as “imagined communities” because nations are collectively imagined by their members as
communities. In other words, nations are thought of by their members as
definable cohesive entities, imagined as sovereign and limited by the special rights and privileges of citizenship that mark the distinction with other
polities and by borders that define the territorial limits of sovereign states.
They are imagined thusly, despite the necessary heterogeneity of their large
populations. From this definition, we can infer that borders are important
to the definition and the constitution of the modern nation and state.
In this broad sense, the Canada-United States border is like all others.
It differs from other borders, however, because of the unique history of
the two countries and because of the different roles the border plays in
how Americans and Canadians imagine their distinctive identities. Roger
Gibbins writes that the border has “a mythic significance, at least in Canada,”
both due to its great length and because of its reputation as the longest undefended border in the world. Two factors account for the symbolic importance of the border in Canada: the overshadowing presence of its powerful
neighbour to the south, and the fact that four-fifths of the Canadian population lives within 150 kilometres of the international boundary, making
Canada a “borderland society” where the border “penetrates the Canadian
consciousness, national identity, economy and polity to a degree unknown
and unimaginable in the United States” (1997: 316–317).

American vulnerability on the northern border
Since 9/11, the border has assumed a more prominent place in American
consciousness, not as a defining element in its collective identity, but
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rather as a zone of vulnerability along its entire northern rim. The danger
comes not from a hostile country to the north, but from an immigration
policy that makes it easier for aliens hostile to the United States to enter
Canada, disappear within the country, and connect with networks submerged in its large immigrant communities. Indeed, lax immigration laws
in Canada concern both American and Canadian authorities.
This situation is graphically illustrated by the case of Ahmed Ressam,
the “millennium bomber,” who was caught trying to enter the United
States from Canada with material for a bomb that was designed to blow
up the Los Angeles International airport during the millennium celebration. Ressam entered Canada with no documents at all. Though he was not
given refugee status, Ressam did not appear at a scheduled government
hearing on his case. He was arrested several times but was never expelled
from Canada, and was eventually caught by an alert United States customs agent while coming into the United States from Canada at the Port
Angeles crossing in Washington. The customs agent suspected Ressam
possessed drugs, but found materials for bombs instead.
The Ressam case illustrates what Canadian experts have described as
parallel systems of immigration: one with formal regulations and procedures, and the other—the one that Ressam and thousands of others
take advantage of every day, which operates as an end-run around the
formal system, creating in Canada an entryway for foreigners, some of
whom are hostile to both the United States and Canada—which operates outside the boundaries of security. As a result, the border has taken
on a greater significance in the United States as Americans contemplate
national security.

The incoherence of American homeland security
The problem with American border security, however, does not lie solely
with Canada, despite the clear and present danger indicated by a number
of incidents before 9/11. The American government’s incoherent policies
reflect a mix of inattention, incompetence, and the tug-of-war between
the security needs of the nation and powerful economic and ideological
interests.
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The case of the millennium bomber illustrates the problem of
incompetence under the Clinton administration. The National Security
Advisor at that time, Sandy Berger, ordered Richard Clarke, then Chief
of Counterterrorism, to prepare an “after action” report on the incident.
The report is classified and has been described as “highly secret.” However,
speaking to journalists on the condition of anonymity, one federal official
who has seen the report said that it was actually “a scathing indictment”
of the administration’s anti-terrorism policies (Gerstein, 2006, Dec. 21).
There must be some truth to this statement because after 9/11, when security policies were under close scrutiny, Berger was caught stealing multiple
copies of the document from the National Archives with the intent of
destroying them. Berger avoided prison with a plea bargain that gave him
probation, community service, and a $50,000 fine (York, 2004, July 21).
American laxity regarding its borders has existed since long before the
Clinton administration. In 2005, Mark Reed, a former Immigration and
Naturalization Service commissioner with authority over both the Mexican
and Canadian borders, told a joint meeting of the Subcommittee on
Immigration, Border Security, and Citizenship, and the Subcommittee on
Terrorism, Technology, and Homeland Security of the Senate Committee
on the Judiciary about a high level meeting he attended 20 years prior. In
attendance were representatives from federal law enforcement, as well as
the Departments of Defense, Justice, and State. They had met to decide
how the agencies would coordinate their efforts on the war on drugs that
the president had just declared.
One topic was the urgency of sealing the Mexican border so as to stop
drug smuggling into the United States. Members of the Department of
Defense (DOD) said that they were capable of detecting and interdicting
any intrusion across the border. They were unable, however, to distinguish between groups of migrants and drug smugglers until the individuals detected had been interdicted. At that point, said Reed, “the dialogue
became difficult. When DOD refused to entertain the idea that they
should only detain drug smugglers upon interdiction, the meeting was
abruptly terminated. The safety valve that illegal immigration provided
toward the stability of Mexico seemed to be a more compelling national
security priority than drug smuggling” (Reed, 2005).
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Reed told the committee that almost 10 years later, the Border Patrol
launched a highly visible project, Operation Gatekeeper, “to stop an invasion of thousands of illegal border-crossers from Mexico” who were coming across the border every night between the ports of entry just south of
San Diego (Reed, 2005). Gatekeeper was part of a larger border strategy
known as the Southwest Border Initiative, designed to gain control of the
border one sector at a time, “marching,” as Reed put it, from the Pacific to
the Gulf of Mexico until the entire border was secured. The initiative also
included plans to concentrate resources on corridors of human and drug
smuggling and on aggressive work site enforcement in order to attack the
“magnet” that draws illegal immigrants into the country. “It seemed to be
a very measured, balanced approach to border enforcement”, he told the
committees, “and still does” because entries were actually deterred. The
project, however, turned out to be a piecemeal effort. “Resources to attack
the corridors never materialized and work site enforcement resources
actually dwindled.” Eventually the “marching strategy” was abandoned
(Reed, 2005).

Purposely porous borders
Under the administration of George W. Bush, the situation became even
worse. Border control and interior enforcement came to a halt. The pursuit of fleeing aliens was prohibited, check points along corridors leading
from the border into the interior were greatly curtailed and thus made
ineffective, and agents were assigned to fixed positions. Line agents and
supervisors have said that illegal entrants simply go around these fixed
positions.
The 9/11 Commission highlighted the role that illegal immigration plays
in the threat to American security, and recommended, among other things,
that additional manpower be devoted to the Border Patrol (National
Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, 2004). The
Bush administration, however, immediately began a campaign to remove
any measures that would have an impact on the immigration status quo.
In 2005, when Congress authorized the hiring of 2,000 new Border Patrol
agents as recommended by the commission, the Bush administration
www.fraserinstitute.org | Fraser Institute
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only allocated enough money for 210 agents—not even enough to cover
attrition. When asked about this funding reduction, current Homeland
Security Chief Tom Ridge called the money “fools gold.” In fact, for the
2006 fiscal year, the budget for the Border Patrol was only $80 million, an
indication that the function the Patrol serves has fallen out of favour with
the present administration.
In 2006, Congress authorized a 700 mile-long fence along the Mexican
border. However, by the end of the year, only 150 miles had been built
(Nuñez-Neto and Garcia, 2007). Even along the most modernized section
of the border in San Diego County, which before Operation Gatekeeper
was a place of massive illegal entry, there is still a gap, known as Smuggler’s
Gulch, through which illegal migration still flows. Congress made provisions in the 2006 legislation to secure this gap. However, it remains open
(Nuñez-Neto and Garcia, 2007).
In his testimony before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Reed observed,
“the DOD stated that they could provide the technology and resources to
detect any intrusion along the Mexican border.” But, he added, “almost
two decades later the Border Patrol still cannot ‘see’ most of the border.”
He told the committee that “detection is a fundamental enabler of any
border security strategy. Acquisition of that ability cannot languish any
longer” (Reed, 2005).
In 2007, the Border Patrol was still lacking adequate detection capabilities, even though an effective system has been developed for that purpose. The system, produced by the Raytheon Corporation, is known as
Project Athena and is similar to the North American Aerospace Defense
Command (NORAD), which routinely monitors a large number of targets
for North American air defense. The system consists of a secure wireless
network, integrated ground-air surveillance, and enhanced communications and computer data processing. Although Project Athena is able to
detect low flying aircraft and terrestrial movement, its ability to detect
maritime targets is especially effective. The advantage of the system is
that it focuses on enforcement rather than arbitrary patrolling and tracking, thus making border control far more efficacious. The system was field
tested by multiple enforcement agencies in Operation Gulfview along
120 miles of land border, 160 miles of coastline, and nine ports of entry
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between the United States and Mexico. That test showed that the system
is effective and ready for deployment (Raytheon, 2006).
The Department of Homeland Security, however, has indicated that it
has no intention of deploying the system. In the meantime, the vehicles
and communication equipment used by the Border Patrol are inadequate.
Moreover, the bulletproof vests and armaments issued to agents are no
match for the mercenaries hired by the smugglers to guard their illicit
trade (Carter, 2006, June 7).
In the absence of better surveillance or a physical barrier, putting troops
along the border offers the best enhancement through which to curb mass
migration and the crime that it causes. Under pressure, the Bush administration did assign soldiers to the border, but this move appeared to be
more of a public relations tactic than a real effort to secure the border,
as the troops have not been allowed to perform effectively. For example,
in 2006, when a unit was confronted by heavily armed intruders from
Mexico, the American soldiers were told to fall back. Most of them were
veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan, where their orders had been much different. This situation did not go over well with the troops (Associated
Press, 2007, May 1).

Going north after dark
As thousands of migrants pass uncontrolled across the border each year,
the situation is becoming chaotic. For example, in the winter of 2007, an
organization (of which the author is a member) called Friends of the Border
Patrol took a visiting congressman, Ted Poe, a Republican from Texas, on
a tour of the border in San Diego County. Just after sunset, while standing
on a hilltop above Smuggler’s Gulch, we heard gunfire on the other side of
the border. We did not know the cause, but the former United States Army
Corps of Engineers officer who had built the infrastructure that we were
inspecting—and who was guiding us on our trip—quietly told us that it
was time to leave. Indeed, such precautions must be taken in many other
places along that often perilous border—sometimes even before dark.
The sheer mass of migrants flowing across the border is disruptive to
small borderland communities and rural dwellers, and brings the danger
www.fraserinstitute.org | Fraser Institute
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of criminals, individuals, and organizations who enter unrestricted with
this flow. In this regard, Congressman Poe said, in a speech in the House
of Representatives in 2007, that small communities on the border “live
in fear of their lives because our borders are open”—a fact that seems to
carry little weight with the United States government (Poe, 2007).
The situation is even worse in Mexico. Organized drug cartels, together
with weak institutions and a long tradition of corruption, have neutralized
the sovereignty of the Mexico state in certain areas such that the government in those areas can be regarded as equivalent to a failed state. For
example, in areas where some military units act as mercenaries for the
drug cartels, the government cannot exercise control over its own military.
These mercenary units enter the United States at will and sometimes fire
at outgunned American authorities (KFOX, 2006, Mar. 21).
The United States government is well aware of these incidents. In fact,
the Border Patrol in the Tucson area—one of the most traveled corridors of
illegal entry—has issued a wallet-sized plastic card to its agents that states,
“REMEMBER, Mexican Military are trained to escape, evade, and counterambush if it will affect their escape.” The card also gives directions regarding how agents should react if Mexican army units are encountered on the
American side of the border, advising agents to stay out of their way, as a
last resort (Carter, 2005, Dec. 19). In an internal document that was leaked
to journalists, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) noted that
200 such incursions had occurred between 1996 and 2006, and included
a map showing the points of entry (Carter, 2006, Jan. 15; Inland Valley
Daily Bulletin, 2006, Jan. 20). The United States government, however, has
downplayed these incidents repeatedly. The Sheriff of Hudspeth County
has called attention to this problem (West, 2006), as has Congressman
Poe. In a speech on the House floor in September 2007, Poe argued, “Our
federal government has the duty to keep the Mexican military out of our
Nation,” adding that “it has no business being here for any purpose.” Yet
the government refuses to do anything about it (Poe, 2007).
The volume of illegal entry, as well as the fact that the ability of the
Border Patrol to do its job has been hindered, has resulted in a rising level
of attacks on agents, some involving shots fired across the border and
some involving assaults by armed intruders into the United States. For
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example, in 2005, two agents were ambushed on the American side of the
border near Nogales, Arizona. Both agents were wounded and had to be
evacuated by helicopter (Seper, 2005, July 6).
In Mexico, the problem is even worse. Mexican police who obstruct
drug trafficking, or have accepted a bribe from the wrong side of a struggle
between the cartels, are assassinated. This problem is not restricted to border cities, but is found in the interior as well. In several instances, officers
have been found decapitated, their heads left in one place and their bodies
in another. This brutal act serves as a warning to authorities to keep out
of the traffickers’ business.
This problem is particularly well illustrated by a spectacular series of
events that took place in Nuevo Laredo, a borderland community, on June
8, 2005. On this day, Alejandro Dominquez was murdered only hours after
taking office as the city’s police chief. Federal police were dispatched to
the city after the assassination. When they arrived, a gunfight broke out
between the federal police and the local police, causing several casualties.
Troops from the Mexican army were dispatched to the city in an effort to
get control. The entire 750 man local police force was suspended until drug
tests and background checks could be completed. Two hundred policemen
resigned or were fired. One suspended policeman committed suicide, and
41 others were flown to Mexico City for further investigation (Associated
Press, 2005, Oct. 6). To make matters worse, Dominquez’s successor, Omar
Pimentel was also attacked on his first day in office in a drive-by shooting. Pimentel escaped with his life, but one of his bodyguards was killed
(Associated Press, 2005, Oct. 6). As of August 2005, it was estimated that
Nuevo Laredo was experiencing three execution-style murders per week,
totaling 109 to date for that year (Thompson, 2005, Dec. 4).
The international bridge between Nuevo Laredo and Laredo, usually
one of the busiest corridors between Mexico and the United States, was
nearly empty on the Monday following the shoot-out in Nuevo Laredo. On
the following Friday, the head of the city council’s public security committee and a police commander were ambushed and murdered only blocks
from city hall. A policeman and an unidentified passerby were wounded in
the incident. A total of 170 deaths resulting from drug-related violence in
Nuevo Laredo were reported in 2005 (Jordan and Sullivan, 2005, June 16).
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These incidents are not isolated. On July 28, 2005, a middle-class
neighbourhood two miles south of the border was rocked by automatic
rifle fire, bazookas, and grenades. For 30 minutes, the battle raged with
sounds of explosions echoing through the city. Residents later told reporters that they heard nothing. The police did not immediately provide a
version of what happened. Eye witnesses, who asked to remain anonymous, said that armed men wearing what appeared to be the uniform of
the Mexican Federal Agency of Investigation descended upon a house in
the district when the firing began. Afterwards, 300 well-armed troops
from the Mexican army used tanks to cordon off the devastated area for
inspection (Associated Press, 2005, Oct. 6). The United States Embassy
in Mexico issued an announcement describing the battle as an “alarming
incident” in which “unusually advanced weaponry” was used (Associated
Press, 2005, Oct. 6).
Before and since those events, gunfire has erupted in the borderlands
of Mexico and people have been killed. One of the most recent reported
incidents took place in May 2007, in the town of Cananea, which is 20
miles south of the Arizona border. The incident occurred after police
and soldiers confronted a band of “Zetas”—former Mexican army elite
troops who now work as mercenaries for the cartels. A total of 23 died
as a result of the incident, five of whom were policemen (McCombs,
2007, May 20; Nevarez, 2007, May 17). In March 2008, the police chief of
another Mexican border town, Palomas, showed up at the port of entry at
Columbus, New Mexico, seeking asylum, saying that his two deputies had
left him and that he feared for his life and needed protection (Associated
Press, 2008, Mar. 21). At a recent conference of Mexican and American law
enforcement agents, one official with the Sonora State Attorney General’s
office said that the drug war situation is “a constant battle, because the
monster is so very powerful” (Associated Press, 2007, June 6).

The connection between terrorism and drug trafficking
Terrorists seek power vacuums in which to operate and chaotic situations
in order to move about. The United States-Mexico border provides such
conditions. It shouldn’t seem unimaginable that terrorists with lots of
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money and drug cartels that have no scruples may eventually cooperate
with one another. In fact, this state of affairs is confirmed by documents
from the Department of Defense and the Drug Enforcement Agency
(DEA) that were leaked to journalists. The DEA documents, dated 2005,
report that terrorist cells inside the United States are cooperating with
drug smuggling cartels in order to fund terrorist activities abroad. The
document also reports that Islamic radicals who speak Spanish, Arabic,
and Hebrew fluently are camouflaging themselves as Hispanics. The
report even contains photographs of such individuals “who appear to be
Hispanics” but are “in fact, all Spanish-speaking Arabic drug traffickers
supporting Middle Eastern terrorism from their base of operations” in
the Southwest. The report notes that some of these individuals have ties
to the radical Muslim Brotherhood. In addition, a Department of Defense
document dated 2006 reports that al-Qaeda has attempted and is planning to use the United States-Mexico border as an entry point into the
United States (Carter 2007, Aug. 8; 2007, Aug. 9).
Asa Hutchinson, who began his three-year term as director of the DEA
one month before the 9/11 attacks, emphasizes the link between trafficking and terrorist activity. Hutchinson notes that extremists everywhere
around the world are “benefiting from drug trafficking,” and—in reference to the Mexican border—that “it should be no surprise to anyone
that terrorists should exploit our weakness” (Carter, 2007, Aug. 14). In
2001, he told federal authorities that terrorists would exploit weaknesses
in the system if the United States did not create and maintain a foolproof
immigration system and enhance security on the border.
Mark Juergensmeyer, director of the Ortalen Center for Global and
International Studies at the University of California, Santa Barbara, notes
that links between terrorist organizations are well established around
the world. Speaking specifically about the 2005 DEA documents, he said
that the information reported there reveals a new evolution in terrorist tactics that poses serious security concerns. “In some ways,” he said,
“that’s even more frightening to think that drug trafficking organizations
in Mexico may adopt some jihadist’s ideology. If it’s an ideology being
adopted by a drug culture then that makes the situation very dangerous”
(Carter, 2007, Aug. 8).
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Mike McConnell, a retired Vice Admiral, director of the National
Security Agency from 1992 to 1996, and current director of National
Intelligence, serves as the principal advisor to President George W. Bush
on matters of national security. Regarding the possibility of terrorists
using the southwest border as a means of entry into the United States,
McConnell has said, “There are some [terrorists]. And would they use it
as a path given that it was available to them? In time they will.” He cited
the easing of visa restrictions in Latin America, which has facilitated the
movement of people within the Western Hemisphere, as a contributing
factor. A passport from a Middle Eastern country will allow an individual to enter one of the South or Central American countries. McConnell
noted that “there are a significant number of Iraqis that came across [the
southwest border] last year” (Roberts, 2007, Aug. 23).
In a speech before the North Texas Crime Commission in September
2007, Texas Homeland Security Director Steve McGraw echoed those
concerns, reporting that individuals who have connections to Hamas,
Hezbollah, and al-Qaeda have been arrested on the Texas-Mexico border.
“A porous border,” he said, “without question is a national security threat”
(Carlton, 2007, Sep. 12). When the Associated Press queried federal officials regarding the threat described by McGraw, the possibility of this
threat was downplayed by the officials (Carlton, 2007, Sep. 12).

Secure trade, corruption, and visions of a New North America
Despite the military effort against terrorist organizations currently underway in the Middle East in the name of national security, the Bush administration still refuses to face the security consequences of its de facto partial
open border policy with Mexico. One can only speculate as to why, but it
seems that there are a number of factors contributing to the government’s
unwillingness to acknowledge these security concerns. A major factor is
the constant tug-of-war between commercial interests and security—a
struggle that commerce seems to be winning.
Certain ideologies also contribute. The no-borders libertarianism of,
for example, The Wall Street Journal, supports open markets at any cost.
There is also a new transnational vision of North America that has been
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articulated among an elite group of business leaders, government officials, and intellectuals. This vision follows the example of the European
Union, and was often articulated by former Mexican President Vicente
Fox. Such plans have been presented in a report titled Building a North
American Community, sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations,
along with the Canadian Council of Chief Executives and the Consejo
Mexicano de Asuntos Internacionales (Pastor et al., 2005). The architect
of the plan was American university professor Robert Pastor who has
testified in support of the plan before the United States Congress and the
Canadian Parliament.
Progress towards the creation of an European Union-like single market
for North America has gone beyond the initial stages and is now under
consideration for practical application by work groups made up of officials and bureaucrats from all three countries. This initiative is known as
the Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America (SPP), and was
launched by President George Bush, President Vicente Fox, and Prime
Minister Paul Martin at a meeting held in Waco, Texas, in March 2005
(United States Department of State, 2005).
An ideological commitment to furthering North American economic
integration—what may be called a “New North America”—constitutes
the context in which markets and commerce trump national sovereignty
and security. The problem is not with commerce and security. We have
both all the time. In fact, we need security in order to have productive
commerce. The problem is the way in which the elite in the United States
are mismanaging the kinds of changes that are now under way. Because of
this, commerce is being favoured over security in a way that is detrimental
to almost everyone concerned.
Another factor contributing to the government’s unwillingness to
acknowledge border-related security concerns is corruption. More commerce and closer relationships between countries do not mean that negative features from one country will necessarily flow to another. However,
it is naïve to think that a New North America will result in a one way
diffusion of positive public behaviour from the United States to Mexico.
With the reduction in border enforcement and the amount of money
involved in the illegal drug trade, the kind of corruption that has plagued
www.fraserinstitute.org | Fraser Institute
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Mexico since colonial times is spilling over the border and seeping into
the United States.
This trend is developing as a result of what is, in essence, a partial open
border policy with Mexico, as well as a failure on the part of the American
elite to recognize that there are great differences between the United StatesCanada border and the United States-Mexico border. The European Union
is not a good model for North America because, unlike anywhere else in
the world, the United States-Mexico border is the only place where a common land border separates the first and the third worlds. This fact should
be recognized and dealt with when considering border policy.
Under these conditions, a North American defense perimeter to guard
against the international terrorist threat is either disingenuous or wishful
thinking. To the north, the Canadian elite are too committed to a politically correct immigration policy in which security plays a minor part. To
the south, Mexico cannot even defend itself against powerful and dangerous domestic enemies that threaten the Mexican state. The only prudent
move that the United States can make under such conditions is to reinforce its own borders.
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