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Trump's Wall is
Unlikely to Make
America's Border
S a f e r f r o m
Illicit Flows:
What to Do Instead
Dr. Patricia Escamilla-Hamm*
It is a myth that Trump's wall between
the United States and Mexico will
make America safer. It will not.
J o i n t l y, t h e U S a n d M e x i c a n
governments have succeeded in
facilitating unprecedented levels of
trade, tourism, and other legal ﬂows
across the border. Yet, they have not
been able to make the border
impermeable to unlawful ﬂows in
both directions, such as drug
trafﬁcking and undocumented
immigration from Mexico, or illicit
arms and drug proceeds from the
US. These illicit ﬂows represent the
major border security challenges for
both countries. Now, President
Donald Trump vows to deter USbound illicit ﬂows by building a wall
along its Southwest border. Will it
work? If not, what can be done
instead? Of particular interest here
is how to stem illicit drug ﬂows.

fronterizas

What the US and Mexico Have Done to Enhance Border
Security?
Drug trafﬁcking across the U.S.-Mexico border has continued unabated
despite years trying to ﬁght it. During the past ten years, Mexico, with U.S.
assistance through the Merida Initiative, has tried to dismantle transnational
criminal organizations, eradicate marijuana and opium crops, and intercept
and seize illicit drugs shipments. Since the early 1990s, the US has tried to
deter illicit ﬂows by building a control infrastructure with virtual (high-tech
surveillance equipment) barriers and 654 miles of physical fences along its
2,000-mile Southwest border. Also, it has multiplied the number of Customs
and Border Protection (CBP) personnel. By 2016, 17,000 Border Patrol agents
were posted in the areas between ofﬁcial ports of entry (POEs) at the
Southwest border.1 In addition, over 22,000 CBP ofﬁcers inspect passengers
and goods at all U.S. land, air, and sea POEs.2 None of these efforts has had
signiﬁcant and long-lasting success in stopping illicit ﬂows, especially drug
trafﬁcking.
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How Effective Are Walls and Fences to
Deter Unauthorized Flows?
On April 24, 2017, President Trump tweeted that “The Wall
is a very important tool in stopping drugs from pouring into
our country and poisoning our youth.” However, he really
does not know whether physical walls or fences are
effective in deterring illicit ﬂows. The U.S. General
Accounting Ofﬁce reported on February 16, 2017 that
CBP, the agency in charge of border protection and
controls, does not have any hard data. It lacks “metrics
that systematically . . . assess the contributions of border
fencing to its mission.”3 In its National Drug Threat
Assessment report dated November 2016, the Drug
Enforcement Administration does not even mention fences
to stem drug trafﬁcking.4 And General John Kelly, former
head of the U.S. Southern Command and Secretary of
Homeland Security, said in his conﬁrmation hearing that
the wall alone is not a solution. “There has to be really a
layered defense . . . to back the wall up with patrolling by
human beings, by sensors, by observation devices . . . The
defense of the southwest border really starts about 1,500
miles south.”5

What Do Border Residents Think about the
Wall's Effectiveness?
Most border residents oppose the wall as redundant,
detrimental, and/or not cost-effective. An opinion poll of
border residents conducted by Cronkite News-UnivisionDallas Morning News in May 2016 shows that 72 percent
of respondents oppose the wall.6 Six mayors of U.S.
border cities interviewed by Sandra Dibble at the U.S.Mexico Border Mayors Association Summit in San Diego
on July 27, 2017, share this view. Mayor Jose Yepez, of
Somerton, AZ., said that the wall is “'not going to do
anything, . . . They can build it as high as they want to, [it is
about] supply and demand, simple economics.'”7 Mayor
James Darling, of McAllen, TX, told Maya Rodhan that the
wall is unlikely to deter Central American immigrants. The
evidence that today most of them do not try to cross
illegally, but turn in themselves at the border to seek
asylum, “'calls for a foreign policy solution rather than a
wall.'”8 In addition, no border-area lawmaker supports it.
One of them, Rep. Will Hurd (R-TX), wrote that building the
wall “would be the most expensive and least effective way
to secure the border.”9 Border residents would rather
improve infrastructure, technology, and increase CBP staff
at POEs to facilitate legal ﬂows of people and goods, as
well as impede illicit ﬂows.

Is the Wall likely to Make Americans Safer from
Illicit Drug Flows?
The wall is unlikely to make Americans safer, because it
represents more of the same supply-side policy approach,
which has prevailed for decades and failed. This approach
ignores the demand as the critical factor driving the illicit drug
trade. The U.S. market is the largest source of illicit drug
proceeds in the world. A 2014 report found that Americans
spend about $100 billion yearly in illegal drugs.10 This revenue
represents a powerful magnet for drug trafﬁckers.
Prioritizing the supply-side approach embodied by the wall and
neglecting the demand have exacerbated border insecurity
and the drug problem in both countries. On one hand, it has not
protected Americans from illicit drugs. Today, they suffer a
public health crisis caused by prescription opioid painkillers
and illicit hard drugs like heroin and fentanyl (a synthetic
opioid) smuggled from Mexico, Colombia, and China. The
National Center for Health Statistics published preliminary
data for 2016 reporting more than 64,000 deaths caused by
opioid overdoses, mostly from fentanyl, heroin, painkillers, and
cocaine.11 On the other, Mexicans have paid a high price too.
Nearly 200,000 Mexicans have been killed since Mexico
joined the US to ﬁght drug trafﬁcking.
Moreover, the wall is unlikely to enhance Mexico's
cooperation, which is essential to curb illicit ﬂows across the
border. Trump Administration ofﬁcials like Secretary of
Defense Jim Mattis, General Kelly, Commander of the
Northern Command General Lori Robinson, and Admiral Kurt
Tidd, Commander of the Southern Command, recognize that
national security directly depends on cooperation with Canada
and Mexico. Yet, instead of fostering better U.S.-Mexico
relations, the wall could hinder Mexico's security cooperation
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on issues like containing Central American immigration,
opium crop eradication, intelligence sharing to target
criminal organizations, and others. The wall proposal has
provoked political uproar among Mexican civil society and
opposition political parties, who ﬁnd it offensive to Mexico.
Also, Trump's insistence that Mexico must pay for the wall,
as well as his hostile rhetoric and actions against Mexico,
Mexican immigrants, and the North American Free Trade
Agreement have provoked tension and frictions on the
bilateral relationship. Hence, U.S.-Mexico relations are
being tested at a time when another Mexican president will
be elected in 2018 and bilateral cooperation and mutual
respect are essential to effectively address border security
challenges.

heroin and cocaine for the Northeast and East Coast via
air and sea through Caribbean and South-Florida routes.
Also, fentanyl sold online is delivered through mail and
commercial services that move and deliver cargo, known
as express consignment carriers. Such fentanyl is more
dangerous for Americans. According to Todd Owen, CBP
Ofﬁce of Field Operations Executive Assistant
Commissioner, the average purity level of fentanyl
smuggled via POEs is much lower (7 percent) than the
one shipped by mail and consignment carriers, which has
an average purity level of at least 90 percent.14 The purest
fentanyl is more potent, lethal, and proﬁtable than heroin
and less pure fentanyl smuggled via land POEs.
Third, the impact of closing smuggling routes of illicit drugs
and other ﬂows, including undocumented immigration,
tends to be brief. As some routes are closed, others are
found, and old ones are reactivated. When traditional
immigrant smuggling routes were obstructed in the
1990s, they shifted to other areas of the Southwest
border. Also, when the US closed the South-Florida route
used by Colombians to smuggle cocaine in the early
1980s, they moved shipments through Mexico. Today,
they are using some of the old routes again. Trying to
close smuggling routes is like playing the Whack-a-Mole
game. Every time one whacks the mole to get rid of it, it
pops somewhere else.

Three More Reasons Why the Wall is Unlikely
to Make Americans Safer from Major Drug
Threats
First, most of the heroin and fentanyl does not enter
through the areas where Trump wants to build the wall; that
is, where no fences exist today in between POEs. The
2016 National Drug Threat Assessment reports that, like
other major illicit drugs, most heroin from Mexico is
smuggled through POEs, not between them. Human
couriers smuggle it in small amounts; larger drugs
shipments are concealed in passenger and cargo
vehicles. For example, the Sinaloa Cartel smuggles drugs
via POEs in California, New Mexico, Arizona, and West
Texas.
Detecting concealed heroin and fentanyl is a big
challenge. Adam Isaacson estimates that the probability of
detecting and seizing heroin is 1 in 7.12 Thousands of
ofﬁcers staff POEs aided by drug-snifﬁng dogs, imaging
scans, X-rays, and hand-held density meters, among other
devices, to ﬁnd hidden drugs. Even so, detection is difﬁcult
because such drugs are not bulky, and smugglers conceal
them creatively (e.g., on their bodies and in gas tanks).
Smugglers blend with millions of daily legal crossings of
pedestrians and vehicles. Moreover, some ofﬁcers posted
at airports and land POEs --e.g., San Ysidro, CA, El Paso,
TX, and Miami—are corrupt and turn a blind eye to drug
smuggling. James Tomsheck, former CBP senior ofﬁcial,
says that CBP has the worst corruption problem among
U.S. federal law enforcement agencies.13
Second, the wall will not curtail illicit drug ﬂows that do not
enter through the Southwest border. Colombians ship
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returns begin to diminish. Second, the deterrence effect is
unlikely to be signiﬁcant and enduring. Third and
foremost, unless drug demand and its enormous
proceeds are reduced, the magnet will persist. Drug
revenue will remain as a powerful incentive for drug
trafﬁckers to ﬁnd alternate ways to reach the U.S. market.

Likewise, as criminal organizations are dismantled, new
ones emerge, and old ones reconstitute. After the demise
of major Colombian drug trafﬁcking organizations in the
1990s, Mexican cartels replaced them. Similarly, since
Mexico started ﬁghting criminal organizations in 2007,
others have proliferated. This dynamic shows that
transnational criminal organizations are creative,
adaptable, capable, and have huge economic resources
and incentives to ﬁnd other routes and methods --e.g.,
tunnels, submarines, drones, catapults, ladders, drones,
mail, and commercial ﬂights—to continue the illicit drug
trade. Therefore, as long as there is a lucrative U.S.
demand acting as a magnet, there will always be criminal
organizations eager to supply it.

Instead, the Trump Administration should prioritize the
demand-side approach. First and foremost, it should
demonstrate a sustained commitment to provide the
funding needed to make a signiﬁcant and enduring dent
on the U.S. drug demand. To show a strong commitment,
it should allocate the greatest portion of its drug-control
budget to increase Americans' access to treatment and
recovery programs, rather than to combat the supply,
which is now the priority in its 2018 Fiscal Year request.15
Demand reduction makes more sense, because it will
really and signiﬁcantly curtail drug trafﬁckers' power and
resiliency. It will deny them the drug proceeds that are
their lifeblood and reason to exist. Drug proceeds
empower them to operate, thrive, and overcome supplyside measures to counter illegal drugs. Based on his
experience combating drugs, General Kelly has
recognized that demand reduction is the best way to
weaken the illicit drug trade. “If we were to block the
network so nothing could get through the Southwest
border, . . . they would ﬁnd other ways around it. The
proﬁts are so outrageous, that is why I believe it's all about
the demand.”16 Reducing the demand magnet is one of
the most cost-effective ways of combating illicit drugs and
enhancing border security. It will make it less challenging
for the US and Mexico to dismantle criminal
organizations. Eventually, it will reduce the size of the
problem at the U.S.-Mexico border, making it more
manageable.

In sum, the wall is unlikely to make Americans safer from
illicit drugs. By focusing on the supply of drugs, it leaves
the driver of the problem intact. Moreover, it could hinder
U.S. security interests by having a detrimental impact on
Mexican cooperation. What should be done instead?

Policy Recommendations in
Order of Priority
1.

Border security comes from bilateral cooperation
not unilateralism and walls. The US is more likely
to enhance its security and ability to confront the
major border and national issues with Mexico as a
partner.

2.

The US should address the illicit drug threat
through demand reduction. It is the most effective
way to curtail drug trafﬁcking and weakening
criminal organizations.

3.

In tandem with demand reduction, the US should
work with Mexico to enhance and heighten efforts
to deny criminal organizations access to the
proceeds of illicit drugs sales.

4.

Personnel and tactical infrastructure should be
increased and improved at POEs and CBP anti
corruption capabilities strengthened.

Moreover, the US and Mexico should partner more
closely and effectively to reduce criminal organizations'
access to illicit drug proceeds. They should heighten and
improve joint anti-money laundering efforts at the border
and within both countries. At the border and near it, they
should enhance their intelligence and operational
capabilities to intercept and seize bulk cash shipments. To
achieve this goal, it is essential that they collaborate and
coordinate closely. These actions will reinforce and
multiply the impact of demand reduction as the most costeffective way to make Americans safer from drug
trafﬁcking and increase border security.

More and better infrastructure, technology, detection
devices, drug-snifﬁng dogs, and personnel at POEs will
enhance U.S. capability to deter the supply of drugs and
other illegal ﬂows. And more investigative personnel will
increase CBP capacity to prevent, detect, and punish the
corruption that foils its mission. Such measures will
facilitate legal ﬂows, which are vital for the US and Mexico.
But policymakers and stakeholders should keep in mind
three caveats about the limits of the supply-side approach.
First, POEs can only be reinforced so much, before
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The purpose of the BORDER POLICY NETWORK is to facilitate cross-border academic cooperation that results in high-quality research. Based on that
research, we will 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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