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The 2000-mile-long Mexico-U.S.
border has 48 legal crossings, from
San Diego-Tijuana on the Paciﬁc
Ocean to Brownsville-Matamoros on
the Gulf of Mexico. The border's
wilderness of deserts, mountains,
and canyons, comprises a majority
of the land area but contains only a
small share of the population, nearly
80 percent of which lives in one of
nine twin city complexes that
straddle the border. This makes it
impossible for U.S. and Mexican
cities to ignore their counterparts on
the other side, and has important
consequences for border
communities and for Mexico-U.S.
relations. For example, public goods
that are purely national elsewhere in
the United States or Mexico are
international in the border region.
Goods such as security and public
safety, mobility of people and goods,
environmental and habitat
protection, reasonable use of the
airwaves, sanitation and public
health, and plant and animal health,
all have international dimensions in
the border region. This feature of life
along the Mexico-U.S. border means
that border communities must rely on
international treaties to obtain many
of the public goods they need and
partly explains why discussions in

fronterizas

the United States of border walls, mass deportations, NAFTA's cancellation,
and border taxes, are alarming to many border residents. Border communities
exist in a world where deterioration in Mexico-U.S. relations and a decline in
cooperation and good-will have profoundly negative impacts on day-to-day life.
Neither country alone can provide the wide array of public goods mentioned
and border communities are even less able given the rules of international
diplomacy. For example, violence in the border region is not amenable to a
solution through policies of either the US or Mexico alone, let alone Tijuana or
San Diego. Furthermore, diplomacy requires that negotiations between
governments in two sovereign nations must be at the national level.
In fact, the United States and Mexico have a good track record for successful
international negotiations of problems that spill across the border. This is
perhaps surprising given the negative rhetoric in the last year, but is explained
by the fact that the public is largely unaware of behind-the-scenes negotiations
and management of shared problems that are outside the focus of media news
cycles. Day-to-day life in the border region involves a wide range of activities
that are mostly taken for granted but require the attention and collaboration of
public authorities on both sides. The matters most likely to be resolved in this
way include public goods such as management of the airwaves for
telecommunications purposes, control of plant and animal diseases,
emergency response, civil aviation protocols, habitat and species protection,
water and waste management, and air quality.
Many of the international public goods obtained through negotiations are
secured through formal bilateral treaties. Treaties are commitments to a
particular set of rules and a course of action that secures the object of the
agreement. The number and variety of bilateral treaties are one indicator of the
degree of cooperation and, in this regard, Mexico is the second most important
partner of the United States, slightly behind Canada. The US has 226 bilateral
treaties in force with Canada, and 217 with Mexico. (The United Kingdom is a
distant third with 161.)1 Figures 1 and 2 show the growth in the number of
treaties by decade, and the cumulative number.
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Table 1: Top ten areas of bilateral treaty agreements

The spike is the number of treaties signed by Mexico and
the United States during the 1970s, and it is due to the
increase in agreements related to drug controls. Thirty-ﬁve
of the ﬁfty agreements signed in that decade were in the
area of law enforcement, nearly all of which were about
cooperation in drug interdiction. Nevertheless, the ﬁfteen
remaining agreements that were signed in the 1970s
represents a growth over the 1960s, and are part of an
upward trend that may or may not have begun to decline in
the 2010s. Figure 6 shows the cumulative number of
bilateral treaties in force, by decade.

US-Mexico
Number
US-Canada
Law enforcement
51 Defense
Boundaries and waters
40 Boundaries and waters
Telecommunications
27 Transportation
Defense
13 Taxation
Transportation
13 Fisheries
Environment/conservation
11 Telecommunications
Science and technology
8 Maritime matters
Agriculture
7 Trade and investments
Finance
6 Claim and dispute resolution
Taxation
6 Law enforcement
Total top 10 (%)
182 (83.9) Total top 10 (%)

A closer look at Mexico-U.S. agreements reveals the
speciﬁc areas of collaboration and cooperation. Table 2
shows the subject areas of all 217 agreements, with a
brief overview of the speciﬁc content, arranged by the
number of agreements.

Table 2: US-Mexico bilateral treaties in force, 2016*
Topic
Law enforcement
Boundaries
Telecommunications

Figure 2: Cumulative number of bilateral treaties, by decade
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Figure 2 shows that the United States has a closer
relationship to Canada, in historical terms, but that the
Mexico-U.S. relationship began to catch-up in the 1970s,
and based on the criteria of the number of bilateral treaties,
appears nearly the same as the Canada-U.S. relationship.
To be sure, no one would argue that social trust and
cultural distance between the United States and Mexico is
on the same level as between the United States and
Canada, but in terms of our ability to work together
formally, the barriers are perhaps not as great as often
supposed.
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Cultural
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The content of the agreements in Figures 1 and 2 are
worth examining. Table 1 shows the top ten areas of
bilateral agreement between the United States and
Canada; and the United States and Mexico.
Geographical proximity creates considerable overlap in
the content, for example, in the areas of boundaries and
boundary waters, telecommunications, and
transportation.

# Content
Equipment (helicopters), drug enforcement,
51
extradition
25 are minutes of IBWC; water treatment,
40
sanitation, borders
27 Use of the airwaves, satellite protocols
Exchange of personnel, classiﬁed information,
13
equipment.
Civil aviation development, licensing, and
13
standards.
11 Protection of species, pollution control
Earth sciences and mapping, homeland security,
8
biology
7 SPS issues
6 Debt agreement, swaps, investment
Information exchange, avoidance of double
6
taxation
6 Product speciﬁc rules, competition policy
Technical assistance, border social and economic
5
development
Wide ranging; tourism, cultural exchanges,
4
archaeology
2 Agreement on non-migrants, consular affairs
2 Scholarships, educational commission
2 Rescue and salvage
2 Express mail and money orders
2 Exchange of ofﬁcial publications
1 Information exchange and safety
1 Natural disaster management
1 Settlement of disputes
1 Natural gas agreement
1 Border health commission
1 Undocumented migration of agricultural workers
1 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
1 Marine pollution
1 Payment of social security
1 Mexican participation in US space program

Source: US State Department, 2016.

*The categories used to classify issues are the one adopted by the U.S.
State Department. It is not meant to be deﬁnitive in terms of content or
the importance of one area over another.

2

The content of these agreements falls largely
in the domain that economists refer to as
international public goods (IPGs), or
occasionally and more speciﬁcally, common
pool resources. Provision of IPGs and
management of common pool resources
require international cooperation and are
embodied in the treaties between the
countries. Many of the issues addressed with
treaties are one-off and only require an
agreement without needing further
consideration or updating, for example,
agreements on postal money orders. Other
agreements, such as those covering
boundary waters, need monitoring and
frequent updating and renewal. In a few
cases, an even deeper level of collaboration
has been reached and the two countries have
agreed to an intergovernmental organization
(IGO) to manage the issues. This is
particularly the case when conditions are
subject to change and new rules or new
actions are required to address the changes.

In sum, the United States and Mexico have a much wider and
deeper set of cooperation agreements than just NAFTA alone. And
although these agreements are negotiated at the national level,
they are part of the critical infrastructure of border communities
because they are essential to the provision of key public goods.
Furthermore, the intergovernmental organizations that have been
created to monitor and constantly update a few of the agreements,
for example, the International Boundary and Water Commission or
the North American Development Bank, illustrate the type of
institutions that can reduce tensions between the two countries and
help border communities arrive at a more prosperous future.
Sources:
US Department of State, Treaties in Force, 2016.
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/267489.pdf

Mexican and U.S. public policies need
updating to address issues requiring joint
cooperation. Recent history shows that this is
possible, and that there is a good record of
creating new treaties and even new
organizations when necessary. We need new
mechanisms for assessing and responding to
new challenges and for managing on-going
issues. For example, the twenty-ﬁve year
wave of Mexican migration to the United
States has crested, but citizens of both
countries have raised humanitarian, legal,
and practical concerns about the treatment of
migrants, whether they are Mexicans in the
United States, Guatemalans in Mexico, or any
number of other groups. International
discussion and coordination of policies for the
humane treatment of migrants would be in the
interests of both countries. Similarly, public
policies that create mechanisms for frequent
discussions and collaboration in the creation
of joint policies to address issues of illicit drugs
and guns, habitat and natural resource
management in our era of climate change, the
ﬂow of goods and people across the border,
innovation in border communities, and
numerous other issues would directly beneﬁt
border residents and indirectly beneﬁt all
citizens of Mexico and the United States.
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.
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