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Is this a turning point in immigration 
policy in the United States? The 
debate over the border wall has 
distracted attention from a debate on 
a comprehensive immigrat ion 
reform-one of the great pending 
legislative issues of the United 
States. Certainly, the decrease in 
n o r t h b o u n d  u n d o c u m e n t e d 
migration flows at the US southern 
border chal lenges the Trump 
administration´s arguments in favor 
of an increase in border control 
infrastructure, but it also distracts 
from the central legislative task: 
reforming the system itself.
 
From the Clinton administration´s 
1994 Border Patrol strategy of 
"Prevention through Deterrence" to 
the 2001 Patriot Act's strengthening 
of immigration controls, the Border 
Patrol's southern sectors succeeded 
in  decreasing the amount  of 
apprehensions. Yet, the rhetoric has 
not let up and harsher actions on the 

border are expected under the current administration. Thus, it must be asked: 
What can we expect from the Trump administration in terms of new measures 
on US immigration policy, especially in regards to the bilateral relationship with 
Mexico? How should the Mexican government react vis-à-vis its diaspora?

According to the ten-point plan outlined by Trump's team, the actions are based 
on strengthening the border security´s infrastructure (smart borders), internal 
migration controls, increased levels of deportations, the cancelation of 
previous executive orders, and the enacting of new more restrictive ones. The 
paradigm of border security rather than serious reform is and has been the 
central approach in dealing with immigration. Thus, immigration policy is likely 
to continue to focus on strengthening border controls rather than reforming the 
system comprehensively. 

The History Behind the New Scenario

Most provisions of the 2002 Homeland Security Act were a response to the 
terrorist threat crystalized in the 9/11 events, including the idea of a border wall 
and the reinforcement of border security. This continued through the Bush and 
Obama administrations. The Trump administration hopes to go even further. 
Yet, an increase in the infrastructure for the Southwest border region is hard to 
justify given the continuous decrease in the apprehensions of undocumented 

1migrants since 2008.  Moreover, a greater increase in technology and military 
resources on the border could translate into major tensions, even for legal 
crossings. Still, an increase in investments to secure the border can be 
expected from Homeland Security Department, even if this increase does not 
consider the low levels in undocumented migration (see graph below).  

 1Data available on line https://www.dhs.gov/border-security-overview consulted on 12/12/2016

Source: Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland Security
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Trump's supporters are demanding a fortress USA.  Even 
the suggestion of General Kelly´s appointment as 
Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security 
disappointed immigration hardliners who questioned how 
far he would follow Trump´s presidential campaign 
promises.  This is partly explained by the fact that he was 
one of the proponents of the Partnership for Prosperity 
program to reduce undocumented immigration from 
Central America. This program outlined the limited 
effectiveness of the wall to halt immigration and the 
positive effects from bringing development into the Central 

2American region to address the causes of emigration...   
Still, his previous statements reassert a policy focused on 
security matters linked to terrorism and illegal activities, 
including human trafficking. Now, from his position as 
Chief of Staff to the President, we can expect that 
immigration policy will be driven by the securitization of the 
external border and further deportations.

The Effectiveness of the Border Control 
Infrastructure

How effective is it to continue investing in border control 
infrastructure? Is it justifiable after undocumented flows 
have dramatically decreased and are even more 
manageable? Currently, apprehensions of Mexican 
immigrants are 30% of the 2005 level. An increase in 
border control infrastructure modifies the debate towards 
rethinking a so-called “smarter border." More channels for 
legal migration and more effective barriers for illegal 
activities should be the central discussion. Instead, 
internal immigration control has become a priority for the 
Trump administration. Undocumented migrants with 
criminal records, even minor felonies, as well as ethnic-
targeted profiling of groups such as Muslims are the main 
focus of resources for deportation. 

The Safe Community Program was cancelled by the 
Obama Administration which established the Priority 
Enforcement Program (PEP) in order to diminish the 
negative effects on family deportations and focus on 
criminal migrants.  It is not surprising that a new program 
would combine the deportation of all undocumented 
migrants with a collaboration between local law 
enforcement and the federal Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement. Despite the reluctance by several local 
authorities to participate in this joint action, the new 
military-oriented Administration could call other security 
forces to accomplish the task.
 
 According to the Migration Policy Institute, there 
are approximately 11 million undocumented migrants in 

3the United States , of which 8 million are eligible to use 
regulatory processes to determine their eligibility to 
remain in the United States. In the case of the Mexican 
immigrants, there are nearly 6 million undocumented 
migrants, representing nearly 56% of the total number of 
undocumented immigrants in the U.S. Still, the total of 
Legal Permanent Residents in 2014 was 3,280,000 and 

42,710,000 eligible for naturalization . 

The U.S. Labor Market and the Visa for 
Highly-Skilled Migrants

A further review of the renegotiation or cancellation of the 
NAFTA will imply the elimination of the TN visa. The most 
affected by this policy would be Mexicans rather than 
Canadians, since out the total of 21,608 visas issued in 
2015, 20,713 were for Mexicans.  Obama´s Presidential 
Executive Orders are also being canceled, including the 
DACA program which Trump previously expressed 
support for since this young population represents a 
valuable workforce.  More pressure is now on the 
shoulders of Congress to integrate this group in a new 

5Immigration Reform Initiative . 

Mexican Government´s Measures to 
Counteract U.S. Immigration Policy

The Mexican communities–consular network in the US 
should support the naturalization of 2,859,617 

6Mexicans . Mexico unauthorized population accounts for 
55% of the total (6,114,433). Therefore, if just a third of 
them receives legal support to regularize their status, it 
would lessen the threat of deportation.  

2http://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-38296270?ocid=socialflow_twitter
3Migration Policy Institute. http://www.migrationpolicy.org/data/unauthorized-immigrant-population/state/US
4See Immigration Statistics from Homeland Security Department https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/LPR%20Population%20Estimates%20January%202014.pdf
5http://www.politico.com/story/2016/12/gop-congress-immigrants-dreamers-232391
6Statistical Data estimated by The Center for Migration Studies (CMS), 2016. 
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The purpose of the BORDER POLICY NETWORK is to facilitate cross-border academic cooperation resulting in high-quality research; and, based on that 
research, to offer recommendations that advance cooperative, sustainable, and long-term solutions to the social, economic, security, and environmental 
problems of the US-Mexico borderlands. Our aim is to contribute to strengthen and improve binational policy approaches and institutions to foster a 
sustainable, prosperous, and secure border region. 

7 8What is the impact of the end of the DACA  and DAPA   
programs on the Mexican origin population? The DACA 
program accounts for 945,575 feasible beneficiaries, 
although just 740,000 were able to apply and receive the 
benefits. Meanwhile the total eligible population under 
DAPA was 3,776,338... They are now under risk of 
deportation after the cancellation of the program. Most of 
those eligible for DACA have been in the country for more 
than 10 years. Regardless, the new President's roll back of 
these programs increases the risks of deportation for the 
most vulnerable population.  It is urgent that the U.S. 
federal legislature reviews the issues and engages in a 
deeper discussion of family reunification´s policy. 

Deportations will continue at the same level as in the 
Obama Administration, which were almost 400 thousand 
per year. Still, the distinguishing element between the two 
administrations might be perhaps the anti-immigrant 
narrative and policy promoted by the new president using 
all of his executive power. 

The most negative impact of a massive deportation action 
together with the strengthening of border controls would be 
felt by Mexican border cities. Asylum seekers stranded in 
Mexico's border cities, jointly with Central American 
transmigrants, and Mexican deportees are putting great 
stress on local public administration and civil society. The 
response from the Mexican immigration authorities should 
be to reactivate the mechanisms of border dialogue, such 
as the Border Liaison Mechanism, to review the bilateral 
local agreements for the safe return of migrants, and to 
support the inter-ministerial working groups dealing with 
migrants, particularly those working jointly with local ad-
hoc groups which assist transmigrants in the border cities. 
Unfortunately, these efforts are not enough to support all of 
the transmigrants. 

The Mexican government is reacting passively to the new 
migration policy; perhaps the threat of a more conflictive 
bilateral relationship and difficulties in renegotiating the 
NAFTA inhibit a more active role and blocks discussion of 
the issue of migration. Still, there is room for a more 
participative policy through the consulates in the United 
States. The naturalization of immigrants and the granting 
of legal residency should not be abandoned as a priority in 
favor of providing legal and financial mechanisms. Also, 

the Mexican government should stress the benefits of 
legal migration through visas for business, high-skilled 
professionals, transborder workers, teachers, and 
agricultural workers, among others. The cancellation of 
the visas for professionals included in the NAFTA will have 
a negative impact on Mexican skilled workers responding 
in a flexible way to the U.S. labor market.
 
Security is a shared responsibility which must be based 
on bilateral cooperation. Similarly, regional economies 
and their labor markets should be portrayed as a bilateral 
issue with mutual opportunities. Migration is an element in 
the international economy and we, as academics, should 
stress how trade does not substitute for migration but 
complements it.

7The Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program for youth who came to the United States as children.
8The Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA) program.


