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NDN/The New Policy Institute event, “Perspectives from the U.S.-Mexico Border Region” 

As we come into this new debate and discussion on immigration reform, we look at the border in the 

context of this, we should all—those of us who live on the border and the rest of Americans—see an 

extraordinary bipartisan accomplishment. Because I will tell you whatever the argument is about the state 

of the border today, it was genuinely out of control 20-25 years ago. Mayor Filner and Mayor Cook know 

that hundreds of thousands of people were coming across the border without any regulation. Most people 

were seeking to work, but some seeking to do damage. The nature of today’s border represents a 

bipartisan investment from the Clinton administration, the Bush administration, and the Obama 

administration to create a border that should be the occasion for us to recognize that it is a different 

situation from what it was a generation ago. And it is something that all Americans and both parties have 

invested mightily in. There was 17 billion dollars spent last year in terms of the border. And that’s been 

going on under both parties for a long time.  

So let me talk to you about why the border is not what it used to be and the future of the border is not 

what it used to be. There are two large reasons for that. First, Mexico is not what it used to be in the sense 

of its politics, its economics, and its society. Mexico has the thirteenth largest economy in the world 

today, 1.16 trillion dollars. The OECD predicts that in 2042, one more generation, Mexico will have a 

larger economy that Germany’s. This is not me--this is the OECD projecting, all other things being equal. 

Therefore, notwithstanding the inequality that exists in Mexico, that has to be dealt with and will be dealt 

with over time for los de abajo, the fact of the matter is that Mexico socially is becoming more and more 

of a middle class country. And that is reflected in each of the usual measures—demographically, life 

style, in terms of fertility rates, death rates, the number of students in university, the quality of housing. 

All of these trends have brought Mexico to the point where it is becoming predominately a middle class 

society and will continue to move in that direction.  

And third, Mexico politically speaking is a functioning democracy. Not perfect, nor is our democracy 

perfect. But if you look at their electoral system, at the way in which freedom of the press has been 

moved into Mexico with passion, you begin to see the development of an extraordinary political change. 

In fact some would say that the heroic decision of the Mexican people, of President Fox and particularly 

President Calderon and now again President Pena Nieto, in taking on the mafia, in taking on organized 

crime in Mexico, was very much a part of this democratization. To deal with the corruption that organized 

crime brings to its politics and its society. This is a very important story that is happening, and we—both 

los fronterizos and others--have to recognize the impact that this has had on our border and the debate that 

we are beginning to have on immigration reform. 

Because in fact, and now let me talk in the difference in the border. Not in terms of the usual discussion 

of if it’s safer or more secure, because I think the record there is clear, and I don’t think we need to debate 

that it is safer and more secure. But the problems that we face there are different. For most of the last 

generation we have been concerned with the flows of people. The element with regard to immigration 

reform always was, “well we need to be able to deal with future flows,” because everyone recognizes that 

after the 1986 act, not having dealt with future flows actually threw—again, we take credit for bipartisan 

achievements on the border, but we have to also recognize that the presence of 12 million people here 

illegally was also a bipartisan development, or failure depending on your perspective. But the fact is, as 

we go forward, the flows of people, it’s going to be a different situation.  

Because in fact if you look at the changes in Mexico, the growth of the economy, the nature of the change 

in the demographics, we see the birth rate having gone from 6.7 in the 1970s per woman to 2.1 today. So 



                                                    

the big bulge of Mexican youth that did a lot to build this country, legally or illegally, over the last 

generation is actually drying up which explains why—and Mayor Salinas knows this in Laredo—1 out of 

2 people that we are arresting now for crossing illegally (although the numbers are way down), are 

actually not Mexican. They’re Central Americans who are being driven by the forces of violence and 

poverty, which before prompted the push out of Mexico but is now at work in Central America. So the 

problems that we face are not the problems of the past, and we shouldn’t be discussing them in terms of 

the past. We should be talking about how we can work with our Mexican partners as we continue to 

strengthen the border. Because this is not a “oh the border is secure and therefore we don’t need to do 

anything more with regard to border security.” That’s not the position. But how we address border 

security changes. And what we do to continue to build on this great bipartisan achievement is really our 

challenge.  

And the other major fact that our mayors from the border will talk about is: this is about the economy, 

stupid. This is about building up the cross-border economy to take advantage of this huge growth in the 

Mexican economy and to see how we can create jobs in the U.S. and how we can together ad North 

Americans actually compete with people in East Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and Brazil. And we don’t 

want to compete on the basis of wage rates; we don’t want to drive wage rates down to compete. So the 

way in which we compete economically in the cross-border is actually driving transaction costs down on 

the cross-border flows of goods. Because increasingly what we are seeing are shared production platforms 

in Mexico and the U.S. for a single product. Before that product is actually assembled, it may have 

crossed the border two or three of four times. When we drive down the costs of crossing the border, we do 

ourselves a service.  

Therefore, when we approach the border, both in terms of security and economic competitiveness, we 

have to invest, but not the way we did in the past. We have to invest in infrastructure, we have to invest in 

new ways of managing cross-border flows, we have to reinvent many of the methods we use to get goods 

and people across the border. And in fact, those efforts are underway. Yesterday we met with 

representatives of President Pena Nieto’s administration to talk about precisely those issues. How do we 

deal with the infrastructure needs, how do we coordinate the building of infrastructure, how do we change 

the way in which we process goods and people so that we end up with security and we end up with 

economic competitiveness.  

So let me summarize—because I’m as eager as you are to hear from the mayors—the case, then. The 

border is not what it used to be, and the future of the border is not what it used to be, because we have in 

fact as an American people, with the American government, created a border that works from the 

standpoint of protecting security and safety interests, that is in a position to continue to strengthen itself, 

that is poised also to become a gateway for North American prosperity in terms of the shared production 

platforms between our countries. So that as we go into the debate on immigration reform to create 

arguably a legitimate labor market between the U.S. and Mexico, where people can cross legally, work 

legally, and live legally, we should see this as a great challenge. Yes, strengthening the border remains a 

major part of it, but the way we strengthen the border at this juncture is different, and we need to 

recognize that. And I trust that our mayors will draw that point out with greater elegance and eloquence 

than me. El futuro ya no es lo que era antes. As a French poet once said, the future is not what it used to 

be, and we should grasp it with both hands. Thank you very much. 


