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Few neighbors have such deep and wide-ranging ties 
as the United States and Mexico. Both countries are 
bound not only by geography, but also through eco-

nomic, security and social connections. They share an almost 
2,000-mile-long border, extending from the Gulf of Mexico 
to the Pacific Ocean, which was forged through conflict and 
war. More than 1 million people and $1.4 billion in trade 
cross the binational border every day. About 200,000 people 
have been killed in Mexico since 2006, when the country 
declared a “war on drugs,” a conflict in which security forces 
are supported by the U.S. government, while drug cartels 
grow strong by selling to U.S. consumers and purchasing 
U.S. weapons. And 36 million people of Mexican origin 
live in the U.S.: Over 25% of them are American citizens. 

Despite these strong connections—or perhaps because 
of them—the bilateral relationship is subject to strong pres-

sures coming from domestic politics in both countries. Ever 
since he announced his candidacy for the U.S. presidency 
in 2015, Donald Trump has used Mexico as a proxy for two 
of his most central issues: He takes a protectionist stance 
on trade and a nativist and restrictive position on immigra-

A border fence maintained by the Homeland Security department, on private property in Douglas, Ariz., June 9, 2016. For all intents and 
purposes, the wall Donald Trump proposes is already there. (TODD HEISLER/THE NEW YORK TIMES/REDUX)
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tion—and accuses Mexico of being 
the problem in both areas. In doing so, 
Trump feeds negative prejudices and 
misconceptions regarding Mexico that 
were already present in parts of Ameri-
can society, and most of which have 
little basis in reality. 

For example, Mr. Trump has pledged 
to “build a wall” (which he says would 
be paid for by Mexico) to stop the flow 
of migrants coming through the south-
ern border. Yet since 2009 net immi-
gration from Mexico has actually been 
negative, as more Mexicans have left 
than entered the U.S. Similarly, Trump 
blames the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) between Mexi-
co, the U.S. and Canada for job losses 
and deindustrialization in the U.S. that 
are better explained by technological 
changes and the impact of China’s 
growing manufacturing power. 

Meanwhile, in July 2018 Mexico 
held a historic presidential election 
won by Andrés Manuel López Obra-
dor, the country’s first leftist president 
in generations. López Obrador secured 
a decisive victory against traditional 
parties by promising to transform the 
country and put an end to Mexico’s 
pervasive poverty and inequality, 
widespread corruption, and rampant, 
drug-related violence. López Obrador 

will take office on December 1 and still 
hasn’t met Trump, but they have held 
friendly phone conversations and have 
a good initial rapport. Further, after 
tumultuous and tense negotiations, in 
October 2018 the outgoing Mexican 
government reached an agreement to 
replace NAFTA with a new trade deal 
called “United States, Mexico, Canada 
Agreement” (USMCA), which ad-
dresses some of Trump’s grievances. 

At the same time, social and eco-
nomic connections between the U.S. 
and Mexico thrive beneath political 
tensions and changes in diplomatic 
relations. Hundreds of students living 
in Mexico cross the border every day 
to attend U.S. schools. Passengers can 
check in at San Diego airport in South-
ern California and cross a binational 
bridge to board their flights at Tijuana 
airport, just across the border in Mex-
ico. And because of NAFTA, U.S. and 
Mexican companies have integrated 
their production systems by building 
binational value chains, in which com-
ponents of industrial goods are made in 
both countries. 

In addition, since the 1990s the 
levels of cooperation between both 
governments in matters of trade, anti-
drug efforts and even immigration have 
reached unprecedented levels. Eco-

nomic interdependency, information-
sharing to combat criminal networks, 
and a common effort to stem immigra-
tion from Central America have contin-
ued even under President Trump. De-
spite recent tensions, on fundamental 
levels the U.S. and Mexico are inter-
related like never before. 

Braceros  
and maquiladoras

Until recent decades, mutual distrust 
between Mexico and the U.S. hindered 
cooperation on the critical issues in the 
bilateral agenda, including immigra-
tion. A long history of U.S. disregard 
for Mexican sovereignty still affects 
the way Mexicans see their northern 
neighbor. In 1848, for instance, the 
U.S. annexed nearly half of what was 
then Mexico’s territory—the current 
states of California, Nevada, Utah, 
New Mexico, Arizona, Texas and parts 
of Colorado—after a quick military 
victory. Further, the U.S. occupied the 
port of Veracruz in 1914 during the 
Mexican Revolution and sent troops 
into Mexican territory to hunt down 
revolutionary leader Pancho Villa, 
who had raided U.S. border towns. 
In the 1930s Mexico entered the long 
rule of the Institutional Revolutionary 
Party (or PRI), which would govern for 
seven decades with a combination of 
nationalism and restrictions on politi-
cal freedoms. Under the PRI, Mexican-
U.S. relations became more stable, al-
lowing both nations to hold discussions 
on immigration, which was already the 
key issue on the bilateral agenda.

One of earliest and most successful 
results of bilateral cooperation on im-
migration was the Bracero Program, 
which regulated the entry of temporary 
laborers from Mexico to work on U.S. 
farms. The program was created during 
World War II, as the agricultural sector 
in the U.S. experienced an acute labor 
shortage. The U.S. government wanted 
to attract Mexican seasonal workers, 
but was wary of them staying perma-
nently. Further, anticipating current 
discourse regarding immigration, U.S. 
labor unions criticized the allegedly 
unfair competition arising from Mexi-
can immigrants, who accepted less pay 

Newly elected Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador, running for "Juntos 
haremos historia" party, cheers his supporters at the Zocalo Square after winning general 
elections, in Mexico City, on July 1, 2018. (PEDRO PARDO/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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than their American counterparts. The 
issue was also complex for Mexico. On 
the one hand, emigration helped to de-
fuse social tensions in the impoverished 
north and provided valuable remittanc-
es for the families of those workers. But 
on the other, excessive flows to the U.S. 
might deprive the Mexican economy of 
the workers it needed to promote ag-
ricultural and industrial development.

Trying to come up with a mutually 
beneficial solution, in 1942 Mexico and 
the U.S. launched the first version of the 
Bracero Program. The program granted 
time-limited permits for Mexican guest 
workers, including a minimum wage 
and decent work conditions. Nearly 
4.6 million contracts were signed until 
the program ended in 1964. Despite its 
relative success, this plan did not stop 
undocumented immigration of Mexi-
can workers to the U.S., a phenomenon 
which was fueled by interests in both 
countries. Mexican workers kept enter-
ing the U.S. illegally in order to avoid 
the bureaucratic delays, eligibility cri-
teria and time restrictions of the Bra-
cero Program, and American farmers 
preferred paying workers less than what 
the program demanded. By the 1950s, 
the growing number of undocumented 
immigrants from Mexico had become 
a salient political issue in the U.S. that 
combined economic interests, rule of 
law concerns and racial stereotypes.

In the summer of 1954, the Dwight D. 
Eisenhower administration (1953–61) 
launched Operation Wetback, a mas-
sive immigration enforcement program 
that in a matter of weeks found, arrested 
and deported hundreds of thousands of 
undocumented immigrants of Mexican 
origin, while even more returned vol-
untarily, out of fear. This deportation 
plan was marred by xenophobia and 
abuses, including police brutality and 
the expulsion of U.S. citizens. Under 
an agreement with the Mexican gov-
ernment, those expelled from the U.S. 
were forcefully sent far from the border, 
to southern and central Mexico, to pre-
vent them from returning. Many found 
themselves jobless and did not have the 
money to return to their families. De-
spite these many shortcomings, during 
the 2016 presidential campaign Donald 

Trump lauded Operation Wetback and 
promised to use it as a model for his 
own immigration policies.

After a government crackdown on 
illegal immigration, legal immigration 
under the Bracero Program boomed in 
the 1950s, reaching its peak in 1956, 
when 445,000 Mexican workers en-
tered the U.S. to work temporarily. 
Shortly thereafter, however, anti-immi-
grant sentiment became even stronger, 
leading to the end of the Bracero Pro-
gram in 1964 when Congress refused 
to extend it. From that moment on, the 
U.S. has lacked a large and streamlined 
legal pathway for Mexican temporary 
workers. Since the U.S. economy still 
demanded relatively unskilled workers 
from Mexico, the end of the Bracero 
Program effectively promoted illegal 
immigration.

Paradoxically, the interruption of 
U.S.-Mexico cooperation on immigra-
tion opened the way for a deepening 
of economic interdependence between 
both countries. To tackle a massive rise 
in unemployment in the country’s north 
after the Bracero Program came to an 
end, Mexico launched an industrializa-
tion plan for its border areas. Most of 
the new industries (known as maquila-
doras) were established with U.S. cap-
ital: They imported U.S. components 

tax-free, assembled the final goods, 
taking advantage of Mexico’s cheaper 
labor and devalued currency, and then 
re-exported them back to the U.S. By 
the 1980s, the maquiladoras were the 
most dynamic sector in the Mexican 
economy, representing nearly half of 
the country’s exports and its largest 
source of foreign currency after oil 
exports. The rapid growth of these in-
dustries, however, did not trickle down 
to the rest of Mexico. Outside of this 
enclosed, competitive sector, most of 
the country still suffered from chronic 
poverty and lack of opportunities.

At the same time, the industrializa-
tion of northern Mexico was not enough 
to curb the flow of undocumented im-
migrants to the U.S., whose numbers 
kept rising together with that of autho-
rized migrants. Meanwhile, U.S. resi-
dents of Mexican origin (both regulated 
and undocumented) became more di-
verse, as the wives and children of male 
workers joined them in the U.S. While 
an important number of them continued 
to work on farms, many others moved 
to cities to work in industries, services 
and construction.

In response to growing undocument-
ed immigration, U.S. President Ronald 
Reagan (1981–89) signed a new bipar-
tisan immigration law in 1986 that in-

Mexican migrant workers, employed under the Bracero Program to harvest crops on Cali-
fornian farms, are shown picking chili peppers in this 1964 photograph. Bracero stems 
from the Spanish word for arm, "brazo,” and refers to the hard manual labor. (AP PHOTO)
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creased penalties for U.S. companies 
that hired illegal immigrants, made this 
practice a crime, and dedicated more 
resources for border and immigration 
enforcement. The law also regularized 
the status of over 3 million undocu-
mented immigrants who were already 
in the U.S., most of whom were of 
Mexican origin. Further, Reagan ex-
tended the benefits of regularization to 
these immigrants’ children by execu-
tive action, allowing immigrant fami-
lies to remain together in the U.S.

The 1986 immigration reform did 
not, however, expand existing tempo-
rary worker programs, just when immi-
gration from Mexico skyrocketed as a 
result of a prolonged and deep economic 
crisis in Mexico. Between the 1990s and 
2000s, nearly 12 million undocumented 
immigrants moved to the U.S., more 
than 70% of them from Mexico. As the 
issue became more salient to the U.S. 
political agenda, and U.S. politics more 
polarized and contentious in general, 
the chances of passing comprehensive 
reform of the U.S. broken immigration 
system became more remote.

NAFTA and lack of  
immigration reform

In the late 1980s and early 1990s a se-
ries of factors contributed to an unprec-
edented deepening of the Mexico-U.S. 
bilateral relationship. After decades of 
stable but distant ties, both sides seemed 
ready to promote stronger cooperation, 
especially in the economic arena.

On the Mexican side, the profound 
economic crisis of the 1980s had 
convinced PRI leaders of the need to 
abandon nationalistic economic poli-
cies and embrace globalization to boost 
growth. At the same time, the U.S. had 
emerged victorious from the Cold War 
and was confident in the power of 
market forces to lift living standards 
at home and abroad. It was said that 
when U.S. President George H.W. 
Bush (1989–93) reached out to offer 
American help to alleviate Mexico’s 
crisis, his counterpart Carlos Salinas 
de Gortari (1988–94) proposed discus-
sions on a broad and ambitious trade 
deal between both nations. 

In 1988 the U.S. and Canada signed 

a Free Trade Agreement (FTA), and 
Mexico soon asked to start negotiations 
with Washington for a similar deal. For 
the U.S., an FTA with Mexico was a 
way to boost the competitiveness of 
its own economy by creating regional 
value chains, by which components of 
finished goods could be built in Mexico 
to take advantage of lower wages there. 
Further, it allowed American compa-
nies to expand their investments in 
Mexico and benefit from the country’s 
new pro-market initiatives. Washing-
ton was also confident that more trade 
and investment from U.S. companies 
would promote economic development 
on the Mexican side of the border, con-
taining rising immigration.

This potential trade agreement with 
Mexico became a central issue on the 
1992 presidential campaign trail, with 
independent candidate Ross Perot de-
nouncing the deal, and pointing to the 
“giant sucking sound” of U.S. jobs mov-
ing to Mexico. Despite significant oppo-
sition to the potential loss of jobs (Perot 
obtained 19% of the popular vote in the 
elections, a high mark for an indepen-
dent), bilateral negotiations moved for-
ward in the last few months under Presi-
dent Bush, who worried that President-
elect Bill Clinton might delay the agree-
ment under pressure from labor unions. 
In December 1992, the U.S., Mexico and 
Canada signed NAFTA, which came into 
effect on the first day of 1994, forging the 
largest trading bloc in the world.

The agreement had immediate ef-
fects: U.S.-Mexico trade doubled in 
just a few years, from nearly $100 
billion in 1994 to more than $200 bil-
lion in 1998. Thousands of American, 
Mexican and foreign industries settled 
in Mexico’s northern states in order to 
build products and components for U.S. 
consumers and factories: The number 
of maquiladoras skyrocketed. Further, 
American retail and financial compa-
nies vastly expanded their operations in 
Mexico, deepening the interconnection 
between both economies.

President Clinton (1993–2001) 
combined the “carrot” of NAFTA with 
the “stick” of stricter immigration poli-
cies, more resources for border secu-
rity, and the erection of the first per-

manent barriers along some portions of 
the southern border to prevent Mexican 
migrants from entering the U.S. ille-
gally. This hardline immigration policy 
reflected changing political attitudes 
in Washington: The Republican Party 
turned its back on the compromises 
Reagan had reached on immigration, 
decrying regularization of undocu-
mented immigrants as “amnesty.”

Another display of the increasingly 
cooperative relations between both na-
tions came shortly after the signing of 
NAFTA. In 1995, Mexico was on the 
verge of an economic meltdown as the 
peso crashed and the country found it 
hard to repay its ballooning foreign 
debt. Worried about a ripple effect if 
Mexico defaulted, and a potential up-
surge in immigration toward the U.S. 
if the Mexican economy collapsed, 
the Clinton administration took im-
mediate action to assist its neighbor. 
Bypassing a dubious Congress, the 
U.S. government hastily put together 
a $50 billion rescue package with the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the Group of Seven (G7), of which 
the U.S. Treasury provided $20 billion 
in short-term loans. Clinton’s effective 
and timely intervention helped stabi-
lize the Mexican economy and rein-
forced economic interdependence be-
tween both countries. In 1997, Mexico 
repaid the U.S. with interest (and three 
years ahead of schedule).

Coming into office after being gov-
ernor of Texas, a border state, President 
George W. Bush (2001–09) wanted to 
build on the progress made by his im-
mediate predecessors and set Mexico 
as a U.S. foreign policy priority early 
in his administration. For example, he 
chose to visit Mexico on his first for-
eign trip as president, ending a tradi-
tion of previous presidents to visit 
Canada first. While hosting Mexican 
President Vicente Fox (2000–06) (the 
first non-PRI president since the 1930s) 
in the White House on September 5, 
2001, Bush proclaimed that “the U.S. 
has no more important relationship in 
the world than the one we have with 
Mexico.” Shortly before, Mexico’s for-
eign minister, Jorge Castañeda, had an-
nounced that the Mexican government 
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was going for “the whole enchilada,” 
meaning a comprehensive immigration 
agreement that regularized the status of 
millions of Mexicans living in the U.S. 
and provided more opportunities for 
legal immigration for Mexicans who 
were doing jobs Americans were not 
willing to take.

That optimism, however, dissipated 
after terrorist attacks on September 11, 
as Washington’s attention turned to the 
global war on terrorism and military 
interventions in Afghanistan and then 
Iraq. Despite Fox’s pro-market and 
centrist policies, he continued Mexico’s 
long tradition of displaying an autono-
mous and independent foreign policy, 
which sometimes put it at odds with 
the Bush administration. In 2002, for 
instance, Mexico announced its with-
drawal from the Rio Pact, a regional 
mutual defense agreement created in 
1947. The Fox administration believed 
the treaty had become “obsolete” and 
outdated as other, non-military securi-
ty threats had gained prominence. The 
diplomatic spat between Mexico and 
the U.S. became more acute in 2003, 
when Mexico voted against the inva-
sion of Iraq at the United Nations Secu-
rity Council. The Bush administration 
had pressured Mexico to vote in favor 
and expressed its disappointment.

Despite these tensions, President 
George W. Bush urged his party to 

support a comprehensive reform of 
the U.S. immigration system, one that 
would expand opportunities for tem-
porary workers and provide a path to-
ward regularization for the millions of 
undocumented immigrants already in 
the U.S. The administration also pro-
posed the Development, Relief, and 
Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) 
Act, a bill that would have granted a 
residence permit to children who were 
brought into the U.S. undocumented 
but who had grown up and gone to 
school in the U.S. However, because 
of Washington’s increasingly partisan 
and obstructionist environment, Bush’s 
immigration initiatives failed to pass.

Despite the benefits of integration, 
NAFTA became a contentious issue in 
both the U.S. and Mexico. In the U.S., 
organized labor and environmental 
groups denounced American compa-
nies that were relocating their produc-
tion to Mexico to take advantage of 
lower wages and less strict environ-
mental regulations south of the border. 
All American auto manufacturers, for 
instance, built factories in Mexico to 
supply the U.S. market, accentuating 
the decline of manufacturing jobs in the 
U.S. These critics pointed to the evolu-
tion of the U.S.-Mexico trade balance: 
in 1993 the U.S. had a $1.7 billion 
goods surplus, which had turned into a 
$71 billion goods deficit by 2017.

But NAFTA was also criticized in 
Mexico. It did not bring its promised ben-
efits to the Mexican economy as a whole, 
instead perpetuating the highly unequal 
maquiladora system, which proved ad-
vantageous to only a few as trade grew 
with the U.S., while the vast majority 
of Mexicans continued to suffer. While 
trade with the U.S. boomed and the Mex-
ican economy grew, this growth was not 
enough to make a significant improve-
ment in the country’s extremely high 
poverty and inequality rates, especially 
in the impoverished southern areas of 
the country. In addition, NAFTA closely 
linked Mexico’s economic performance 
with that of the U.S., deepening the coun-
try’s dependence on its powerful north-
ern neighbor.

At least part of the criticism against 
NAFTA on both sides of the border 
was due to misunderstandings about 
the goals of the agreement. Eager to 
convince their respective populations 
of the benefits of the deal, the U.S. and 
Mexican governments oversold its im-
plications and raised unrealistic expec-
tations. In an increasingly globalized 
world, NAFTA was merely an instru-
ment to boost trade integration between 
the U.S. and Mexico (which it did), not 
a magical recipe for development, and 
especially not a solution for the issue of 
illegal immigration.

Further, NAFTA was signed just as 

Photo at left: demonstration against NAFTA in Austin, Texas, on November 13, 1993. (ROBERT DAEMMRICH/SYGMA/GETTY IMAGES). Photo at 
right: Bill Clinton makes a speech supporting NAFTA to the Washington Chamber of Commerce, November 1, 1993. (JEFFREY MARKOWITZ/
SYGMA/GETTY IMAGES)
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China was becoming a manufactur-
ing powerhouse that competed against 
both American and Mexican indus-
tries. This became more salient in 
2001, when China entered the World 
Trade Organization (WTO). The influx 
of relatively cheap Chinese industrial 
goods dislocated U.S.-Mexico trade 
and accelerated the decrease in U.S. 
manufacturing jobs.

Political blockage  
under Obama

After a decade of close economic in-
terrelation between both economies, 
the 2008 crisis in the U.S. had major 
repercussions in Mexico. For instance, 
in 2009 U.S. gross domestic product 
(GDP) fell by 2.5%, but Mexico’s 
dropped by 6.6%, illustrating the ad-
age “when the U.S. sneezes, Mexico 
catches a cold.” In Mexico, critics of 
NAFTA pointed out that higher depen-
dency on the U.S. economy had tied 
Mexico to the economic cycle of its 
northern neighbor and failed to gen-
erate the wealth and high-quality jobs 
that had been promised. 

In addition to economic output, one 

of the most significant impacts of the 
crisis was a change in immigration pat-
terns: Given the lack of employment 
opportunities in the U.S., the number 
of Mexicans who wanted to move north 
fell sharply. In fact, since 2009 more 
people of Mexican origin have left than 
entered the U.S. The number of arrests 
of people trying to enter the U.S. ille-
gally on the southern border—another 
measure of immigration flows—also 
declined after the financial crisis.

From early on in his presidency 
(2009–17), Barack Obama wanted to 
pass a comprehensive immigration re-
form package that would provide a path 
to regularization for the millions of 
undocumented immigrants in the U.S., 
and their children. Critics chastised 
Obama for not pushing for an over-
haul of the U.S. immigration system 
while his party had a majority in both 
houses of Congress, but the issue was 
politically explosive and took a back 
seat to more pressing issues, including 
healthcare reform and steering the U.S. 
economy out of a potential depression.

After the Democrats lost control of 
the House in 2010, Obama sought to 

reach a deal with congressional Re-
publicans, who were staunchly against 
anything that would resemble “amnes-
ty for illegal immigrants.” To secure 
the favor of Republican moderates, 
Obama ordered a strict implementation 
of U.S. immigration rules, which led 
to a rise in deportations. In 2010 and 
2011, arrests by U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE) reached 
a peak of more than 300,000 annually.

Despite this hardline stance on 
undocumented immigration, Obama 
failed to gain support in Congress for 
immigration reform. Meanwhile, im-
migrant rights groups labelled Obama 
“the deporter in chief,” criticizing him 
for a strict policy of deportations that 
separated families across the border. At 
the same time, millions of young peo-
ple of Mexican origin who had moved 
to the U.S. as children faced the risk of 
being deported, despite barely knowing 
Mexico and identifying as Americans 
in all but documentation. To tackle this 
challenge and bypass congressional ob-
struction, in 2012 Obama implemented 
some of the provisions included in the 
failed Bush-era DREAM Act by an ex-

ecutive order known as De-
ferred Action for Childhood 
Arrivals (DACA), which 
provided protection for more 
than 5 million people. De-
spite not providing a pathway 
to citizenship, DACA was 
strongly opposed by anti-im-
migration groups within the 
Republican Party, and was 
challenged repeatedly in U.S. 
courts, weakening its effects.

Under Obama, the politi-
cal debate in the U.S. regard-
ing immigration became even 
more virulent, as Republicans 
accused the president of re-
warding undocumented im-
migration through DACA and 
other measures that favored 
the reunification of families. 
In 2010, the Republican-
controlled Arizona legislature 
passed SB 1070, a measure 
that authorized local law en-
forcement agents to determine 
the immigration status of an 
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individual based on “reasonable suspi-
cion” of them being an “illegal alien.” 
Immigrant rights groups denounced this 
as an attempt to legalize racial profil-
ing and to terrorize immigrants, and 
the Obama administration sued to have 
the act repealed as unconstitutional. 
The U.S. Supreme Court struck down 
some of its most contentious provisions 
in 2012, but by then many U.S. states 
had enacted hardline measures against 
undocumented immigrants inspired by 
the Arizona model. Mexico expressed 
its concern over these restrictive poli-
cies and offered legal counseling from 
its network of consulates in U.S. border 
towns and cities. 

The U.S.-Mexico relationship was 
soon tested by a new immigration 
crisis, this time coming from Central 
America. Starting in the early 2000s, 
a growing number of people from 
Central America’s Northern Triangle 
(Guatemala, Honduras and El Salva-
dor) crossed Mexico’s southern border 
and traversed the country on their way 
to the U.S., which they hoped to enter 
illegally. Many of the tens of thousands 
that took this perilous trail reached 
the U.S.-Mexico border in a railway 
known as “The Beast” (an old and slow 
train that connects Mexico’s south and 
north) or in groups of migrants known 
as caravans. Most were victims of or-
ganized crime groups and human traf-
fickers along the way. In 2014, grow-
ing immigration from Central America 
turned into a major crisis as thousands 
of unaccompanied minors began reach-
ing the U.S. through its southern bor-
der. Some were sent by their families, 
knowing that U.S. laws do not allow 
for minors to be deported alone. Others 
were trying to join their parents, who 
were already in the U.S. The images 
of children detained in cage-like gov-
ernment facilities shocked many in the 
U.S. and posed a serious political chal-
lenge for the Obama administration. 

In response to this crisis, the U.S. 
government adopted a two-pronged 
strategy. The first part was a long-term 
program to tackle the structural causes 
that led Central Americans to migrate 
in the first place. The main instrument 
of this effort was the Alliance for Pros-

perity, a development assistance pack-
age under which the U.S. would invest 
$2.6 billion in the Northern Triangle 
countries between 2015 and 2018. The 
rationale behind the Alliance, led by 
then-Vice President Joe Biden, was 
that punitive measures alone would 
be ineffective to stop illegal immigra-
tion from Central America if the root 
causes of the problem (poverty, lack of 
opportunities, drug-related violence) 
were not addressed, and if government 
structures in Honduras, El Salvador 
and Guatemala were not made more 
accountable and transparent.

Mexico had a central role in the sec-
ond part of the U.S. strategy to curb im-
migration from Central America. Start-
ing in 2014, the U.S. offered technical 
and financial assistance to strengthen 
Mexico’s immigration enforcement ef-
forts on its southern border. Mexican 
security forces set up more checkpoints 
and devoted more agents to its crack-
down on immigration from Central 
America, under its U.S.-backed South-
ern Border Plan. Hundreds of thousands 
were deported to Guatemala. While this 
initiative reduced the number of Central 
Americans reaching the U.S., Mexican 
security forces have been accused of us-
ing excessive force and of committing 
human rights violations against immi-
grants. Human rights activists accused 
the government of Mexican President 
Enrique Peña Nieto (2012–18) of “do-
ing the U.S.’ dirty work” by ruthlessly 
stopping central American immigrants 
on its southern border.

A binational war  
on drugs

In addition to immigration and trade, 
security cooperation is the final core is-
sue of the U.S.-Mexico relationship. As 
in other topics, in recent times Mexico 
and the U.S. have pragmatically come 
together to deal with a common prob-
lem, that of organized criminal groups 
that challenge the Mexican govern-
ment and pour drugs onto the U.S. 
market. For decades, Mexico-based 
drug organizations have had a symbi-
otic relationship with the U.S.: First, 
because the growing consumption of 
drugs by U.S. citizens fuels demand 

for the cocaine and heroin that come 
through Mexico and, second, because 
Mexican cartels fight the Mexican state 
largely with guns smuggled (or legally 
purchased) in the U.S.

The importance of anti-drug efforts 
for the bilateral relationship increased 
in the 1970s, when President Richard 
Nixon (1969–74) launched his “war on 
drugs” as a response to rising consump-
tion in the U.S. In addition to cracking 
down on drug consumers and sellers 
within the U.S. through punitive poli-
cies and high mandatory minimums, 
under this “war” the U.S. drastically in-
creased collaboration with the countries 
from where the drugs came, including 
Mexico. In the 70s, Mexican criminal 
organizations controlled the production 
and smuggling of marijuana for the U.S. 
market. In 1973, Nixon created the Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA), 
which would become a key instrument 
of U.S. support for anti-drug efforts in 
Latin America. Despite some change in 
the rhetoric surrounding U.S. anti-drug 
policy, all of Nixon’s successors (both 
Republican and Democrat) continued 
his punitive approach.

By the 1980s, Mexican drug traf-
fickers were partnering with Colombian 
cartels to smuggle Colombian cocaine 
into the U.S., taking advantage of the 
networks, contacts and infrastructure on 

A Mexican soldier guards the site where 
Mexican authorities destroyed confiscated 
drugs on April 29, 1997 in Matamoros at 
the border with the U.S. Some 9,871 kilos 
(21,716 pounds) of cocaine and 3,897 kilos 
(8,573 pounds) of marijuana were burned. 
(OMAR TORRES/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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both sides of the border that Mexican 
criminals had developed for decades 
to traffic marijuana. This symbiotic re-
lationship between Colombian cartels 
(which produced the cocaine) and Mexi-
can criminal groups (which smuggled it 
into the U.S.) became very profitable for 
both sides. As U.S. anti-drug efforts in-
tensified at home and abroad, trafficking 
the cocaine into the U.S. became riskier, 
and therefore even more profitable for 
Mexican smugglers.

In 1985, the rising power of Mexi-
can drug cartels led to a major dip-
lomatic crisis with the U.S., when 
henchmen of a Mexican drug lord kid-
napped DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Ca-
marena, who was working undercover 
against drug-trafficking networks in 
the Mexican city of Guadalajara. The 
Reagan administration demanded that 
the Mexican government find Ca-
marena and nearly shut down the bor-
der to exert maximum pressure. One 
month later, the body of Camarena 
was found: He had been tortured and 
murdered. His assassination marked 
a new phase in U.S. involvement in 
Mexico’s fight against drug cartels: 
With more assistance and pressure 
from Washington, Mexico’s security 
forces chased down and dismembered 
the Guadalajara Cartel, which was be-
hind the death of the DEA agent. But 
other groups, with even more violent 
tactics, arose in its wake.

During the 1990s Mexico gained 
increased importance for the U.S. 
in its battle against drug trafficking. 

First, because the Medellín and Cali 
cartels—the two largest drug organi-
zations in Colombia—were defeated 
after a long fight with the Colombian 
state, which had the firm support of the 
U.S., expressed in financial assistance, 
military and security technology, and 
the deployment of more DEA agents. 
From that moment on, Mexican drug-
trafficking organizations took on a 
larger, more significant role in the co-
caine trade, as they became the most 
powerful side in new partnerships with 
smaller Colombian producers (includ-
ing the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia guerrillas, FARC, who 
fought the Colombian government 
from 1964 to 2017).

Secondly, Mexican criminal groups 
became wealthier and more powerful 
because they established a near mo-
nopoly over the smuggling of a highly 
addictive drug that was surging in the 
U.S. market: heroin. Unlike cocaine, 
for which Mexican groups depended 
on Colombian producers, heroin is 
made out of poppy, and can be pro-
duced in Mexico. The greater role in 
cocaine trafficking, and the dramatic 
rise in U.S. consumption of heroin, 
transformed Mexico’s loose networks 
of drug traffickers into mighty car-
tels that would grow strong enough 
to challenge the Mexican state over 
the control of territories throughout 
the country. With their expanded re-
sources, Mexican “capos” (as cartel 
leaders are known) strengthened their 
influence over Mexico’s underfunded 

security forces and corruption-prone 
government agencies, on the national 
and local levels.

In 2006, recently elected Mexican 
President Felipe Calderón (2006–12) 
launched an outright offensive against 
drug cartels, which by then were seen 
as posing an existential threat to the vi-
ability of the Mexican state. In some 
areas of the country, including border 
cities such as Ciudad Juárez and Ti-
juana, criminal organizations operated 
almost unchecked, unleashing violence 
against rival groups, independent jour-
nalists, civil society activists and public 
officials who dared to challenge crimi-
nal interests. Since most police forces 
in Mexico were corrupt and had been 
penetrated by organized crime, Calde-
rón deployed the country’s armed forc-
es to lead this new war on drugs.

The U.S. government expressed its 
immediate and full support for Calde-
ron’s offensive. In 2007–08, the Bush 
administration presented, and the U.S. 
Congress approved, the Mérida Initia-
tive, a $1.6 billion assistance package 
to strengthen Mexico’s security forces 
and provide them with the training and 
equipment they needed to fight the 
drug cartels. Under this new plan, anti-
drug cooperation between the U.S. and 
Mexico reached unprecedented levels. 
Both countries shared intelligence on 
major drug smuggling groups, U.S. 
drones surveilled the binational border 
area, and U.S. security agencies set up 
bases on Mexican soil. Another aspect 
of the Mérida Initiative, focused on 
strengthening Mexico’s judicial system 
and other institutions, received less at-
tention from both governments.

The deployment of Mexico’s armed 
forces together with U.S. support and 
intelligence led to the capture or death 
of some of the most prominent drug 
kingpins in the country. Local citizen 
security initiatives based on preven-
tion and building trust between citi-
zens and security forces contributed 
to a sharp decrease in murder rates 
in Ciudad Juárez (formerly known as 
Mexico’s murder capital) and other ar-
eas. However, this progress was short-
lived. As the Mexican army and navy 
eliminated capos, the major drug car-
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tels fragmented into smaller and more 
violent groups, which competed among 
themselves for declining cartels’ ter-
ritory and drug-smuggling routes into 
the U.S. For every head of a cartel that 
Mexico was able to kill or capture, 
many more appeared.

The arrival of Barack Obama to the 
presidency brought a renewed emphasis 
on “shared responsibility” between the 
U.S. and Mexico on the drug issue, es-
pecially by then-Secretary of State Hill-
ary Clinton (2009–13). After all, it was 
American demand for drugs that was 
fueling violence in Mexico. Further, 
because of U.S. lax gun regulations, 
most of the cartels were able to pur-
chase weapons in the U.S. and smuggle 
them into Mexico to support their fight 
against security forces. In emphasizing 
the need to acknowledge the role of the 
U.S., and strengthening health-oriented 
strategies to reduce drug demand, how-
ever, Obama was building on what had 
begun under the Clinton and George W. 
Bush administrations.

At the same time, despite some 
broad (and largely failed) efforts to pass 
criminal justice reform in the U.S. Con-
gress, Obama maintained the essence 
of Bush’s anti-drug policies, including 
the Mérida Initiative. Meanwhile, vio-
lence in Mexico skyrocketed, despite 
the attempts of President Enrique Peña 
Nieto, who took office in 2012 promis-
ing to put an end to Calderón’s war on 
drug-trafficking. As Mexico was inca-
pable of reforming its underfunded and 
corrupt security forces, and as smaller 
drug organizations unleashed unprec-
edented violence on Mexican commu-
nities, the government was forced to 
continue the use of the armed forces 
for internal security. The military, 
however, created more problems, as 
accusations of massive human rights 
violations began to emerge throughout 
Mexico. Since 2006, there have been 
countless reports of kidnappings, dis-
appearances and acts of torture com-
mitted by Mexico’s armed and security 
forces in the name of the war on drugs. 

The most tragic indication of this 
human rights crisis came in September 
2014, when 43 students disappeared in 
the state of Guerrero. Federal security 

forces and municipal officials were be-
lieved to be behind the murder of the 
missing students, as indicated by inde-
pendent investigations. The Mexican 
government was accused of covering 
up the incident. The Obama adminis-
tration expressed its frustration with 
such abuses, and held up millions in 
Mérida assistance, citing a violation of 
the program’s human rights clauses. 
These funds, however, represented a 
small portion of the millions of dollars 
the U.S. spent in anti-drug efforts in 
Mexico: Washington had little alterna-
tive but to continue working with the 
Mexican authorities and security forc-
es, despite their many shortcomings.

The results of the U.S.-backed war 
on drugs in Mexico are abysmal. As of 
2017, the fight against drug cartels has 
left 200,000 dead and 30,000 missing. 
That year, 29,000 people were mur-
dered, a historic record. In fact, five 
of the ten most dangerous cities in the 
world are in Mexico. Meanwhile, the 
Mérida Initiative has been completely 
ineffective in curbing drug consump-
tion in the U.S.: Heroin production 
tripled between 2013 and 2016, and 
deaths by heroin overdose in the U.S. 
surged by 328% between 2010 and 
2015, according to the DEA.

A new political era? 
Trump and  

López Obrador
Despite significant problems, the bilat-
eral relationship was expected to con-
tinue its path toward deeper coopera-
tion and pragmatism after Obama left 
office. After a long history of distrust, 
Mexico and the U.S. seemed to have 
reached a new level of collaboration 
and mutual understanding, and a clear 
commitment from both sides to work 
together in solving common problems. 
These hopes, however, were complete-
ly upended by the political emergence 
of Donald Trump, who made attack-
ing the bilateral relationship one of the 
key features of his successful run for 
the presidency in 2016. Mexico had a 
central role in two of Trump’s most im-
portant campaign issues: a protectionist 
stance on trade and a restrictive view 
on immigration. 

First, Trump blamed Mexico for the 
decay of the U.S. manufacturing sector, 
which was in fact well underway be-
fore the signing of the agreement, and 
probably more related to competition 
from China and other Asian countries, 
in addition to technological change. 
Nonetheless, and returning to some of 
the arguments Ross Perot used in the 

Relatives and friends of 43 students of the Raul Isidro Burgos rural school who disappeared 
on September 26, 2014, in the city of Iguala, demonstrate to demand justice in front of the 
Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe in Mexico City on December 26, 2016. The students, 
from a rural teachers college in the southern state of Guerrero, disappeared after they were 
attacked by local police in Iguala. (ALFREDO ESTRELLA/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)
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early 1990s, Trump accused Mexico of 
taking advantage of the U.S. and taking 
U.S. jobs through NAFTA. In Trump’s 
zero-sum perception of trade, all defi-
cits are bad and all surpluses good, dis-
regarding the existence of value chains 
between Mexico and the U.S. and the 
benefits trade with Mexico brought for 
U.S. consumers.

The second issue on which Trump 
attacked Mexico was immigration, 
which, as previously discussed, had 
long been an important topic for the 
Republican Party. But even if the 

GOP had been talking about deporta-
tions and blocking attempts to regu-
larize the millions of undocumented 
immigrants already in the U.S., 
Trump’s anti-immigration rhetoric 
reached unprecedented levels of vir-
ulence and xenophobia. During the 
very first speech of his presidential 
campaign, Trump disparaged Mexico 
and used insupportable terms to re-
fer to Mexican immigrants: “They’re 
bringing drugs. They’re bringing 
crime. They’re rapists. And some, I 
assume, are good people.” Further, 

in that same speech, Trump presented 
one of the most famous and improb-
able promises of his presidential 
campaign: to build a massive wall 
along the entire border between the 
U.S. and Mexico, which Trump said 
would be paid for by Mexico, in order 
to stop immigrants and drugs from 
entering the U.S.

Trump’s attacks on Mexico had clear 
racist overtones and were detached from 
reality, but proved instrumental for his 
electoral win. In particular, his unfound-
ed allegations on trade provided key 
votes in formerly Democratic-leaning 
areas of the U.S. rustbelt in the states 
of Pennsylvania, Michigan and Ohio 
(which Trump carried against Demo-
cratic opponent Hillary Clinton), and his 
anti-immigration stance proved popular 
among Republican conservatives. In 
other words, Trump tapped into anti-
Mexican sentiments within U.S. soci-
ety that remained despite closer bilateral 
cooperation in the past few decades.

If Trump’s campaign rhetoric had 
generated disgust among Mexicans, his 
electoral victory dealt a massive blow 
to the U.S.-Mexico relationship. Polls 
indicate that the image of the U.S. in 
Mexico collapsed immediately under 
President Trump, from 66% to 30% 
positive, and confidence in the U.S. 
president in Mexico fell from 49% un-
der Obama to only 5% under Trump. 
Meanwhile, 94% of Mexicans rejected 
Trump’s border wall.

Meanwhile, Mexico also under-
went a significant political shift, with 
the election in July 2018 of Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador (or AMLO, 
as he is known) as president. When he 
takes office on December 1, López Ob-
rador will become Mexico’s first leftist 
president in generations, as well as the 
first one to come from outside the two 
traditional parties (the previously hege-
monic PRI and the conservative PAN 
of former presidents Fox and Calde-
rón). AMLO’s historic win reflected 
Mexican’s dissatisfaction with the 
country’s high levels of violence and 
human rights violations under the U.S.-
backed war on drugs. It also expressed 
their indignation regarding high levels 
of poverty and inequality, and preva-

U.S. President Donald Trump speaks during an event with families who have lost relatives 
to crimes caused by illegal immigrants, at the Eisenhower Executive Office Building in 
Washington, D.C., on June 22, 2018. (JOSHUA ROBERTS/BLOOMBERG/GETTY IMAGES)
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lent corruption in the federal and local 
governments.

Despite López Obrador’s national-
istic rhetoric, during the campaign he 
was cautious regarding relations with 
the U.S. and promised to negotiate with 
Trump with pragmatism in defense of 
Mexican interests. The new Mexican 
president also declared he would be 
open to discussions with Washing-
ton regarding immigration and trade. 
Trump seemed pleased with AMLO’s 
win, and both leaders highlighted their 
similarities as nationalistic outsid-
ers who had defeated their respective 
country’s political establishments.

Shortly after López Obrador’s elec-
toral victory, the outgoing administra-
tion of Enrique Peña Nieto reached a 
painstaking deal with the U.S. to re-
place NAFTA, which Canada joined 
weeks later. The new agreement, called 
USMCA, includes some of Trump’s 
demands of higher North American 
content on automobiles exported from 
Mexico (seeking to prevent Chinese 
manufactures from entering regional 
supply chains) and established that a 
certain percentage of bilateral trade 
needed to come from areas with high 
minimum wages, seeking to reduce 
unfair competition from Mexico. Al-
though it does not fundamentally 
change the nature of U.S-Mexico trade, 
the new agreement is a .political vic-
tory for Trump, and might reduce bi-
lateral tensions. Nonetheless, the U.S.-
Mexico relationship is far from being 
back to its previous levels of mutual 
trust and deep cooperation. Regard-
less of the results of the trade negotia-
tion, Trump’s virulent rhetoric against 
Mexico and Mexicans has caused long-
lasting damage to bilateral ties, which 
will take years to repair. Further, there 
are still many ways in which AMLO 
and Trump could clash in the near fu-
ture, including the former’s promise to 
end the war on drugs, focus on pacifica-
tion, and legalize most drugs to reduce 
explosive violence rates in his country. 

In addition, Trump might have post-
poned the implementation of his most 
outrageous promises on immigration 
(including the border wall), but his re-
marks on the issue continue to be full 

A Mexican climbs the metal wall that divides the border between Mexico and the U.S. to 
cross illegally into Sunland Park,New Mexico, from Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, on April 6, 
2018. (HERIKA MARTINEZ/AFP/GETTY IMAGES)

of racist overtones. In recent times he 
has also switched the target of his anger 
over trade from Mexico to Canada. But 
Trump will return to his previous incen-
diary positions regarding ties with Mex-
ico if he thinks that might be electorally 
advantageous. For instance, the U.S. 
president continues to use crimes com-
mitted by undocumented immigrants 
in the U.S. as political fodder, despite 
evidence showing no relation between 
illegal immigration and crime rates.

With a U.S. president who came 
into office on the back of a wave of 
manipulative accusations and resent-
ment against Mexico, and a Mexican 
president who won a huge mandate to 
upend business as usual and defend his 
country’s interests, the bilateral rela-
tionship has entered uncharted terri-
tory. In the recent past, Mexico and the 
U.S. had been able to overcome a his-
tory of mutual distrust and dramatically 
deepen their cooperation in order to 
address common problems, including 
drug-trafficking and illegal immigra-
tion. Further, under NAFTA both coun-
tries have integrated their economies 
and, despite ongoing challenges, gener-
ated millions of new jobs and business 
opportunities: At least six million U.S. 
jobs depend on trade with Mexico.

The pragmatic and coolheaded way 
in which Mexico has reacted to the 
emergence of Trump is encouraging. Far 
from imitating Trump’s violent rhetoric, 
Mexican leaders (both from the outgoing 
Peña Nieto administration and the new 
government led by López Obrador) have 
continued to negotiate with the Trump 
administration, avoiding a crisis that 
might cost both countries dearly in eco-
nomic, security and social terms. There is 
much the U.S. and Mexico could gain if 
bilateral cooperation continues to deep-
en. Millions of U.S. citizens have roots 
in Mexico. And despite such inflamed 
rhetoric and controversy, 75% of Ameri-
cans believe that immigration is good for 
the country.

A U.S. policy toward Mexico that is 
based on racial stereotypes and political 
manipulation of reality can cause a lot 
of damage to what remains the U.S.’s 
most important bilateral relationship. 
Any disruption in trade, immigration 
or security cooperation will have long-
lasting effects, and be detrimental to 
the interests of both countries. The U.S. 
and Mexico will remain profoundly 
interrelated, regardless of current dis-
putes, and the leaders of both countries 
must find ways to work together toward 
common goals.
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To access web links to these readings, as well as links to  
additional, shorter readings and suggested web sites,

GO TO www.greatdecisions.org
and click on the topic under Resources, on the right-hand side of the page.

Don’t forget: Ballots start on page 103!

1. In the past year, Donald Trump has implemented policies and 
greatly altered the United States’ relationship with Mexico. In 
what ways do you anticipate the U.S.-Mexico relationship will 
change when President Andrés Manuel López Obrador takes of-
fice in 2018? 

2. From the Bracero program to now, several programs have related 
the U.S. and Mexico. What about these historical programs has 
contributed to the nature of the U.S.-Mexico relationship today?

3. President Trump recently renegotiated the North American Free 
Trade Agreement, NAFTA. How will this impact the U.S. and 
Mexico economically? Will it contribute to any political issues in 
the future? 

4. How do President Trump and President Obama differ on their 
handling of the U.S.-Mexico connection? What are the strengths 
and weaknesses of each of their approaches to this relationship? 

5. Immigration is portrayed in the media as the center issue of the 
U.S. and Mexico relationship. Do you agree with this portrayal? 
Why or why not? What other issues impact the two countries? 

6. How has the war on drugs affected the United States and Mexi-
co? Why has it not remedied the issues of drug consumption in the 
U.S. and corruption in Mexico? How can this initiative become 
successful? 
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from 2008 to 2012. 
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