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The following is a rough transcription of the event, edited for clarity. 

NDN/NPI President Simon Rosenberg: “Welcome. This is part of a series of events and things we 

package around the idea that we call the 21st Century Border Initiative at NDN and the New Policy 

Institute.  

“This initiative was really inspired originally by a paper that Alan Bersin was a co-author of that was 

released in the fall of 2009 by PCIP and COMEXI about the idea of a 21st century border. We were trying 

to figure out a way at NDN to get into this debate in a way that was adding value. There are many other 

important institutions that have been leading on these issues for many many years, including some folks 

who are here today. We’ve dug in on this idea that the reality of what was happening between the US 

and Mexico, and particularly what was happening along the US side of the Mexican border, was not well 

understood among political elites in Washington. This lack of common understanding, or modern 

understanding, of what had changed was having a material impact on the way that we were developing  

policy and things like the immigration debate that we continue to have. So we’ve invested over the last 

three and a half years. The original event that we did was kicked off by Alan and Arturo Sarukhan who is 

here today, former Ambassador from Mexico, right after that original signing by President Calderón and 

President Obama the Memorandum of Understanding Around the 21st Century Border.  

“What I just want to reflect upon briefly is just how much things have changed. When we look back on 

three and a half years ago it, it is remarkable how much the landscape in this area has changed. Things 

like the development of the High Level Economic Dialogue between the US and Mexico. The fact that in 

the current immigration debate, the only area where the House, where the Democrats and Republicans 

agree right now is on the border security approach. If you’d had said that three years ago, people would 

have laughed; this was always the most contentious part of the relationship.  

“But also importantly, and I just want to add one bit of emphasis because we have the 20th anniversary 

of NAFTA coming up and the kicking off of the North American community, is that under Barack Obama 

the trade between the US and Mexico went from 80 billion dollars in 1993 to in 2009 about 300 billion 

dollars. In the period since Barack Obama became president, that number will go up to, either this year 

or sometime early next year, an annualized rate of 600 billion dollars. President Obama now has 

overseen a greater expansion of US-Mexico trade than any US president in history, while also 

maintaining a very tough security posture. The relationship between our two countries is changing so 

rapidly, growing so much deeper, and we in Washington are slow to understand the enormity of what’s 

taking place, and frankly the remarkable amount of positive things that are happening.  

“Before we bring up Alan we have special words by a special new friend from the Mexican Embassy. I 

just want to applaud the current Ambassador and his team. They are ably representing Mexico in a 
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complicated political environment. We’ve worked with Alexandra Haas a lot over the last few months 

and she just wanted to say a few words. Alexandra, come on up. Thank you.” 

Alexandra Haas Paciuc, Head of Section, Political Affairs, Embassy of Mexico: “Thank you, Simon. 

Thank you, Mr. Bersin. And I want to acknowledge the presence of Ambassador Sarukhan. I just wanted 

to get up here and introduce myself. I am Alexandra Haas, the Head of Political Affairs at the Mexican 

Embassy.  

“One of the things we’ve been talking about with Simon is the fact that we come here after six years of 

very hard work from the previous Administration and we understand that 2014 is a very important year. 

It is twenty years after the entry into force of NAFTA. But it’s also a year in which we can start thinking 

about what the next twenty years will look like. And I think that’s the spirit of what the Embassy wants 

to do, and hopefully in conversation with all of you, is to start thinking about a vision of North America 

and the relationship of Mexico and the US.  

“We’ve come very far. Simon mentioned some of the trade numbers. That’s all very good, but we have 

the possibility of being the powerhouse in terms of exports and our relationship to other trade regions 

in the world towards the future. So how are we going to take advantage of the combination of 

resources- people, geography, our multi cultural region, which shares everything, families, people, and 

an amazing value chain, already?  

“So I just wanted to share very shortly these ideas with you and hopefully we can get together, and in a 

few years have 100 or 150 people in this room that want to discuss this. Thank you, Simon.”  

Simon Rosenberg: “Alan has been here many times before, many of you know, so I’m not going to do a 

long introduction. I just want to speak as a student of Alan Bersin. This project really is in large part 

because of him. He really inspired us to take on a greater leadership role in trying to tell a different 

story. When I look back on my work in politics, which is now over two decades of work, I really think the 

work we’ve done together—and there are other people in this room who have been an integral part—

has been some of the most consequential work that I’ve ever done in politics because in some ways it 

was the hardest and the most difficult and the least likely to succeed when we began this.  

“So I just want to welcome my good friend Alan Bersin who has been really a remarkable public servant, 

a thought leader, a dogged warrior inside bureaucracies in more than two countries, who has not only 

had the ideas but also had the ability to manage and to push our governments to places where we are 

making better decisions and better outcomes for the people of our countries, and who has really been 

one of the two or three grand architects of this better relationship, this deeper relationship with Mexico 

today. So we wanted Alan to just share some thoughts.  He’s been down there quite a bit he’s got a lot 

going on, so welcome everybody, Alan, come on up.” 
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DHS Assistant Secretary of International Affairs Alan Bersin: “Thank you, Simon, for that gracious and 

nice indeed introduction. And the admiration society is a mutual one. And I want to call out NDN and 

Simon in particular, because at this time when we think that immigration reform may have been lost, 

that the one time in the generation when the potential for immigration reform appears, there are many 

in Washington and around the country that think we may have missed that window and that we may 

not have another opportunity to see this next step in the evolution of our continental future to 

immigration reform. Simon has been relentless in reminding everyone that the House and the Senate 

are not actually all that far apart. When you see a confluence in the security areas, in fact, if you line up 

the five or six proposals in the House against the Gang of Eight bill, Simon and Emma and the people at 

NDN have been out there front and center pointing out that it is a definite potential and that the 

opportunities for immigration reform still exist and that leadership needs to take it up. I think that at the 

end of the day when immigration reform happens, different perhaps in substance from what some had 

thought at the outset, we will have NDN to thank for keeping this issue alive among crucial lawmakers 

on Capitol Hill and opinion leaders around the country. So thank you, Simon, and thank you, NDN.   

“Let me give you a couple of events that mark Janet Napolitano’s last month in office that represent the 

culmination of what a number of friends and colleagues have worked toward—some for 15 years, some 

for 10 years, and others for 5 years. Imagine a setting in which the Secretary of Homeland Security, 

Janet Napolitano, and the Secretary of SEGOB, Miguel Angel Osorio Chong, meet, not in Mexico City 

where they had met previously on many occasions, but rather in Matamoros in Tamaulipas, the place 

where the greatest tension exists now in terms of border activity. And imagine that the Mexican 

government, a PRI government I would underline, has created a very full theatre in which to present the 

views of these two leaders. And you have members of the policía federal [federal police] and the US 

Border Patrol actually seated at the same horseshoe table, and the Secretary of SEGOB inviting the Chief 

of the Border Patrol to deliver remarks about the state of our border. Unthinkable 15 years ago. 

Unthinkable even 10 years ago. And yet it happened.  

“The Secretaries met in Matamoros and then proceeded to fly down to Mexico City. And in the DF, for 

the first time in US-Mexico history, the Secretary of Homeland Security, or indeed any Cabinet Secretary, 

was invited to attend a special convening of Mexico’s National Security Council, in which all the heads of 

the armed forces SEMAR, SEDENA, together with Cabinet Ministers, including Minister Chong and 

Attorney General Murillo Karam. What was presented was Mexico’s plan for bringing the rule of law to 

the southern border with Guatemala. The Secretary was briefed by military and civil authorities of 

Mexico with regard to what Mexico was planning to do in concert with Guatemala to restore, or bring 

the rule of law, to Mexico’s southern border.  

“Two things about that event were unthinkable even three years ago, well I should say 5 years ago, 7 

years ago. One was that the Secretary of Homeland Security would be invited to a National Security 

Council meeting of the Mexican government; and second that there would be a concerted effort to 

continue the effort of the Calderón administration in looking at the southern border and recognizing 
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that there is a joint interest with the United States in working with Guatemala to take what is an 

untamed, fairly lawless unregulated border and begin to restore the rule of law. It’s an index of the 

relationship that Simon talked about as being fundamentally different from what it was in terms of the 

relationship between our two countries. What was begun in the Calderón Administration and advanced 

dramatically and in a way that history will not forget but recount by Arturo Sarukhan among others, and 

now by Eduardo Medina Mora, two extraordinary representatives of Mexico to our country who have 

much to do with the nature of this bilateral relationship.  

“The relationship is continuing different accents that I want to emphasize, but the fundamental 

relationship between our countries is different. Perhaps “La Guerra” is really now over. Perhaps the US-

Mexican War, in which the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo has been a difficult element, in part because 

most Mexicans have not forgotten and most Americans never realized what that war was. That “la linea” 

[the line] that has divided our two countries is giving way to globalization—to looking at borders not so 

much as lines separating sovereignties, but rather as the movement of goods, people, ideas, images on a 

massive scale, back and forth, between our countries. It’s reflected I think in the nature of the 

relationship.  

“What is happening at this point, in large part not because the security situation in Mexico is over or 

solved, but it is a fundamentally different challenge from it was in 2006 when the close relationships 

really began in earnest, and when border efforts in this country, but also efforts to take on transnational 

criminal organizations in Mexico, were intensified in a cooperative fashion that was dramatic, is that 

both by choice of political leadership in Mexico, but also by the situation that exists, we are focusing on 

the social, the economic dimensions of the relationship, which can only be done, again, not because the 

security situation is completely resolved, but because it is different, because of the efforts that have 

been made so that we can focus our attentions on the economic dimensions of our future, which are 

extraordinary. I have been saying around town to those who will listen that those who believe that the 

story—some like my younger daughters who think the next part of the 21st century is the Chinese-

American century, and apparently that’s what they’re being taught in the university at this point—

contrary to that, the future of the next 50 years, if we continue to get this right is actually the US-

Mexican relationship, and more broadly speaking the North American relationship: Colombia to the 

Arctic.  

“Consider these facts about Mexico that most of you know but most Americans don’t know. First that it 

has the 13th largest economy in the world now, $1.2 trillion and the projection of the OECD is that it will 

have a larger economy than Germany in one generation – 2042. One generation, it will have the fourth-

largest economy in the world.  

“Second, contrary to the vision of most Americans, fully 50% of most Mexicans are middle class by any 

metric that you would attach. Now it’s a transitional period, so depending on the economic growth 

level, people slip back and forth as they are in this country. But 50% or more of Mexicans today 
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measured by years of education, quality of health care, quality of housing, by fertility rates and 

demographic trends are in fact middle class. “Los de abajo” [those below] and the problem of inequality, 

and parenthetically increasing in this country remains a challenge, but the fact of the matter is that 

Mexico is a middle class society and is becoming more so every day.  

“Third, the democracy of Mexico should not be discounted. Now that Mexico has seen the election of 

Vincente Fox and the development of a switch of the parties back to the PRD, and the development of 

the electoral institutions that are every bit as robust as the ones in this country—I also point out that 

there have not been any problems of hanging Chads in Michoacán—the Mexico that many of our 

compatriots have in their minds is a Mexico that no longer exists. We need to really focus in on that 

dimension of it.  

“When you look at the prospect for energy independence on a continental basis, with Canada and 

Mexico being our largest supplier of energy, when you look at the degree of trade—now at $1.4 billion a 

day crossing our border, much of that being involved in shared production platforms between the 

United States and Mexico—when you consider the prospects for educational exchange and high-level 

economic exchange for energy investments that exist, the future is unlimited. But we need to attend to 

the matters that would promote that future.  

“Part of this is a greater sophistication in both Mexico and in the United States in Washington about 

how we talk about this future together.  We’re still working on communications, as the Ambassador will 

appreciate, but it is increasingly a collaborative effort to tell a common story to both of our peoples. The 

development of a legitimate labor market between our countries is a major step 20 years after NAFTA. 

We created basically a free market for goods and capital. We need to do that; we cannot use the 

immigration laws in this country to define a labor market as vast and as important as that existing 

between the United States and Mexico. We need to create a legitimate market. We’ve had a labor 

market with Mexico of course for 70 years, but it has, for the most part, been a labor market in the 

shadows and not accountable to the peoples of both countries.  

“That’s why immigration reform is so absolutely essential to the binational agenda. But imagine what a 

border looks like with immigration reform and with an employer sanction system that works and can be 

enforced routinely. That changes the entire nature of the border and permits us to focus on the family 

reunification issues and the criminal issues that would therefore be the only magnets that exist—not the 

job market that drives much of immigration today.  

“In terms of the cooperation—both with regard to Mexico’s southern border and with regard to the 

result of Secretario Osorio Chong and Secretary Napolitano’s meeting in Tamaulipas—is a collaborative 

approach, something that we talked about but could not implement, which is taking co-responsibility for 

immigration matters and for border security. So when Secretary Osorio Chong met with Secretary 

Napolitano, the document they signed after Comandante Mondragón and Chief Fisher addressed the 
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group was a document [that] provided for coordinating patrols between the United States Border Patrol 

and Mexican Federal Police for the first time.  

“For many years Mexico did not have an assigned jurisdiction for border security, in part because the 

issue of migration remained a sensitive taboo one in the context of Mexican politics. ‘We cannot stop 

our people from leaving our country. We will not stop.’ But as Mexico itself becomes a receiving 

country, as the nature of the demographics switches, that becomes less and less an issue about which 

Mexico cannot talk candidly and is in fact talking candidly.  

“So while the coordinated patrols are security-oriented and not migration-oriented, the efforts on the 

southern border will be crucial. Because while immigration levels, illegal immigration levels in this 

country are the lowest in 6 decades, the fact of the matter is that 60% of the people that border patrol is 

arresting now in Southern Texas are not Mexican. 60% are other-than-Mexican, principally Guatemalan, 

Honduran, El Salvadoranian, and that is not a flash in the pan. That is a trend that will not change given 

the growth in Mexico, economically, and given the fact that the birth rate has gone from 6.7 to 2.1, and 

that has eliminated that band of young people that has been the source of much illegal immigration 

over the last generation. These are not changes that do not reflect a trend.  

“So as we begin to focus on security issues on border security and on migration management together, 

it gives us a chance to focus on the border as the economic powerhouse that it is, because the only way 

in which we want to compete with the European Union, East Asia, and the Indian subcontinent, or Brazil, 

is not by wage rates, but by quality and reduced logistical costs. We must drive transaction costs down 

at the border by 20% or more, and when we do that, we will give the binational economy a boost that is 

absolutely essential to the future.  

“So “el futuro ya no es lo que era antes.” The future is not what it used to be. It’s a future that holds out 

great promise, but there are certain essential steps that we need to take to make it work. For the first 

time I am confident that with the intellectual resources that are being devoted to this issue, with the 

drawdown in Iraq and Afghanistan and the re-balancing, if you will, by President Obama of our interests 

in the Pacific—remembering of course, that Mexico together with Colombia, Chile and Peru, are Pacific 

nations, as is Canada—we begin to glimpse the future that is coming into shape at the present. Mexico is 

essential. Mexico is essential and I guess for the first time in the 20 years that I have been honored to 

work on this “file,” as the Canadians say, we are closer to the future that our peoples deserve than we 

have ever been. And as I said, many of the people in this room, as Simon himself, should take some joy, 

celebrate for a half hour and then get back to work. Thank you very much.” 

Simon Rosenberg: “So my first question is—I’m not a Spanish speaker, so I am always learning about 

some of these concepts I know in English and how they are communicated in Spanish, and they are 

always eye opening to me—but it seems that from a vocabulary standpoint the word “border” in English 

connotes a certain thing. It is the end place. It’s a very strong concept, and the analog in Spanish is the 
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word “frontera,” which has a very different sense. Even in English you can sort of figure that out. Do we 

need a different word to describe what our border [with] Mexico has become?” 

Alan Bersin: “Probably, but we won’t get it. Something I have thought of—more broadly in terms of 

borders—in the global context, we talk about a borderless world. The global flows of goods and peoples 

and electrons have rendered the Westphalian system of borders an anachronism of its adaptation to 

existing conditions. But political and legal arrangements always lag economic and social ones by, you 

know, decades and decades and decades. So we’re living in this period where we still regulate according 

to borders—“la linea”—but we’re regulating flows towards those lines of peoples and goods and so on. 

So what we have to do is work out the mechanism by which we can talk about lines and flows and 

borders, but do it in a way that permits us to engineer cooperative arrangements between the 

Westphalian governments, between the governments that are still operating on national boundaries.  

“And we are closer than you might think, Simon, in terms of being able to talk about systems like 

“trusted trader programs,” “trusted shipper programs,” where there is an exchange of information in 

advance of the flow that permits a risk assessment to be made about the danger or the threat that any 

particular person or any particular cargo that presents to the homeland—that is toward which the flow 

is moving. More and more you begin to see this concept taking hold, certainly in the relationship 

between Mexico and the United States. Policymakers in both countries see the border in that context—

that it’s about figuring out advance information and expediting lawful trade and travel through the 

border so we can focus our attention on high-risk items or people, or those cargos or people about 

which we do not have sufficient information to make a judgment.  

“So yes, the name borders the term “border” is changing. Rather than trying to get people to use a 

different term, we are trying to get them to understand borders conceptually and in a different way.” 

Simon Rosenberg: “Just to put an exclamation on that… Even Chairman McCaul’s bill in the House—

which passed unanimously through the Homeland Security Committee, which was focused, because of 

the way House Jurisdiction works, almost exclusively security arrangements—in their opening statement 

on the top of the bill it said if… this is about border security, however, we also need to ensure that we’re 

legitimizing legal levels of tourism, and trade. And so, even in a security bill there was an 

acknowledgment that there was a… That this had to be balanced with a need for legitimate trade and 

travel, in the Homeland Security Committee of the House by supposedly tough Republicans on this. And 

so, I think there is a greater understanding…. 

“Let’s open it up to the room, there’re a lot of curious people here right now. Alan … Yes, sir. And we 

have a mic so if you can identify yourself that’d be terrific.” 

Alan Gomez: “Hi, Alan Gomez with USA Today. Just following up on that point: I think Simon makes a 

good point, that there is some acknowledgement on the Hill about that point. But I think you just need 

to look at the Senate bill to get a sense that … of how much of an acknowledgement there is. They’ve 
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got 3,500 CBP officers… 3,500 more to man the ports of entry, to facilitate that trade, but they got 

20,000 more agents to monitor for illegal immigration and things like that and the funding for the ports 

of entry throughout the years has not really been there. So I wonder… if you’ve seen any change in that 

mentality on the Hill in terms on focusing only on border security and not on those ports and opening 

things up to facilitate the trade that you’ve been talking about. 

Alan Bersin: I think, Alan, you have seen… While the emphasis might still be on security matters which is 

one we’ve gotten used to, there has been a fair amount of activity on the Hill about improving the 

movement of goods and people. More than 40 states rely on Mexico as the key source of… the key 

market for exports, this is something that is felt crucially and I think that the important change that has 

taken place. It’s no longer Arizona, California, Texas and New Mexico alone where you hear a 

Representative speaking about the importance of Mexico. You hear reps in Michigan because of the 

supply chain, the continental supply chain for automobiles. They know how important this is. So yeah, I 

think we’re still dealing with this lag between this… in the midst of a changing landscape but in ways 

that were not true a short time ago. The economics of cross border trade and travel I think are getting a 

lot more attention and are taken into account by many more people, leadership and otherwise, in the 

country.  

Simon Rosenberg: “Alan, I just… two quick points. In that same Senate bill, Diane Feinstein during the 

committee process was able to pass an amendment which called for increases in grants for border 

infrastructure. There wasn’t a number attached to it.  

“And I think that what you have seen in the House is people like Filemon Vela from Brownsville, and the 

Border Caucus who were the main instrument that ensured that the 20,000 Border Patrol did not 

convey over to the house. I mean it is kind of remarkable that the consensus that arose on the House 

side between the Democrats and the Republicans, between Nancy Pelosi and John Boehner, on strategy 

towards the border excluded the 20,000 Border Patrol, and you were able to see guys like McCain and 

Flake on the floor of the Senate arguing that we don’t need any more Border Patrol. There was a 

moment of sanity in that, in the Senate. We lost it, sort of towards the end. But I think you are going to 

see one of the things we are working on now, whether...  

“And I’m still an optimist about immigration reform and we can talk about that. But I think that one of 

the things that we are floating is this idea to help sweeten the pot for some of the Texas Republicans—

and you should all be aware that more than 10%, more than one out of every ten members of the House 

on the Republican side are from Texas, and no state is going to benefit more from this immigration bill, I 

would argue, than Texas will—and if we can sweeten the pot in these negotiations to make sure that 

there is more border infrastructure investment, I think it will bring… it will help members to go back 

home and be like ‘hey we’ve got a good deal: a trillion dollars in deficit reduction; and 5% growth in 

GDP; and we’re bringing in more infrastructure to help facilitate more legal trade and travel.’ 
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“I will commend John Cornyn, whose amendment was defeated during the Senate process because it 

had some things in there about legalization and citizenship that Democrats couldn’t support. But the 

piece he argued for around for border infrastructure, which was about a billion [dollars] a year over six 

years, 5000 more customs agents, and accelerating the “3P” process- the public-private partnership. I 

think... We are trying to keep that part alive… I’m not sure if we are going to win, we’re doing our best.  

“But I think that there’s been a lot of discussions on the Hill, and I’m very optimistic. I think there’s a 

much different understanding about this, in part because the Texas members are aware of just the vast 

increase in trade because so much of it is going through Texas.  

“The other thing is that I will say that Secretary Pritzker has this very much on her radar screen and she’s 

already been to Mexico, with the High Level Economic Dialogue, the first trip that she is taking as a… 

When they bring businesses around, I’m forgetting what it’s called…  It’s going to be in Mexico in 

February and she has said publicly that creating conditions for border infrastructure investment is one 

of… is a very high priority for her. So I think she is going to become a new actor in this conversation on 

the domestic economic side that we haven’t really had in this Administration and I’m really looking 

forward to her contributions.  

Next question. Yes ma’am. If you can just get just identify yourself.” 

Emma Buckhout: “The other thing I would just editorialize with that is that the Vela-Grijalva bill also 

brought back a lot of that Cornyn infrastructure to the house, on the Dems side.  

Simon Rosenberg: “Vela’s a good guy to talk to if any wants to follow up.” 

Betsy Cavendish: “Thanks so much for your remarks, I’m Betsy Cavendish and I’m at Appleseed and 

much of your remarks were about national security and the economy and how those interact and how 

you are trying to protect both security and the economy. I’m wondering if you could tell us what you’re 

doing to balance and protect kids and people who maybe being trafficked and kids in migration are 

traveling alone and very vulnerable to abuse and really inadequate detection of risk of being trafficked 

and abused.” 

Alan Bersin: “So uh a lot. And I’ve been committed to this issue since the settlement of Flores vs. Reno, 

Reno vs. Flores, twenty years ago now, in which the Border Patrol that Aguilar was the, from a Station 

Chief in Brownsville to the head of the Border Patrol, has been engaged in and has changed the way in 

which the Border Patrol dealt with and deals with children. So the unaccompanied minor, there has 

been a system in place for almost 18 or 20 years now, since that settlement that provides for the 

Mexican consulate on the border to take custody of the children, and to be informed of the presence of 

the children, and you know, that’s—it’s never—it’s not been perfect but it’s, I think, something that’s 

worked out in a reasonably satisfactory way for the benefit of thousands of unaccompanied minors and 

children, and there are, again not to say that there aren’t problems.  
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“The issue today is that because the nature of the flow is changing. Many of these children are not 

Mexican. They are Central American. And because we don’t have the same infrastructure to deal with 

the problem, that is to say we haven’t built the infrastructure to work with the Central American 

governments we have seen a growth in the problems having to do with unaccompanied minors. This last 

week in San Jose, Costa Rica was a meeting of the Regional Migration Conference in which advocates 

from all over the Central America, Mexico and the United States attend, and government officials, to 

talk about issues of migration and the IOM was there and one of the subjects that was taken up and 

focused on was precisely the one you raised. How do we actually start creating a system that can handle 

all the children in a way that is effective and routinely so.” 

Betsy Cavendish: “Since the Central American kids get more processing and inquiry whereas under the 

TPPRA, the screening is quite rapid for the Mexican children and in our judgment too fast to really 

ascertain whether they are at risk of being trafficked or severely abused. “ 

Alan Bersin: “Yeah I don’t have enough information, and happy to hear what you might provide.  I will 

say that human trafficking is the crime that has gotten more attention in terms of raising it to the level 

of a transnational criminal problem than any other problem in the last 3 to 5 years. Secretary Napolitano 

and the American government launched the Blue Campaign, the ads that have been started are critical. 

The fact that most people, most observers can make a real distinction between smuggling and 

trafficking and it’s no longer a distinction—it’s a distinction with a real difference that many people 

understand and that are being reflected in programs, both in enforcement programs, but also social 

programs, I think it’s a big step forward. But you know this is- you know- until we have a legitimate labor 

market, we’re going to continue to have these problems. And even then, the family reunification issue is 

not going away so we are likely to continue to see efforts of illegal immigration involving young children, 

and teenagers.  

{Question inaudible} 

Alan Bersin: “So there’s good news and bad news on that front. And I speak now as a former educator 

having taken a decade frolic and detour some would say into public education. The good news is, is that 

it’s on the agenda in a very significant way, you know and ‘la educación es la llave’ [education is the key], 

no? The bad news is that this takes time. To build the relationships that we’ve created that describe the 

progress that I’ve referred to—these are relationships and networks that take years to build, and we’re 

just starting out.  

“So when Secretary Napolitano agreed to take over the presidency of the University of California, 

Foreign Minister Meade on her last visit to Mexico City, organized a dinner at SRE of the leading 

University figures in Mexico. It was the first time she had met, and it was the first time they had been 

called to meet with an American official, were at the very beginning of this, and actually, Dr. O’Reilly is a, 

knows a particular amount of the difficulties of actually creating the infrastructure so that Mexico 

science and US science can work well together. That’s the kind of work I think Alejandra was referring to. 
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But we… again, the good news is that we have people focusing on that and the effort has begun. It will 

take years before we see the kinds of fruits we’ve seen in other areas. But on the other hand, if the 

relationship accelerates, we can see these things happen much faster than they’ve taken in the past.” 

{Question inaudible}  

Alan Bersin: “Well, everything from ‘why shouldn’t we have a hundred thousand Mexican students in US 

Universities and having USstudents all over Mexico in UNAM and ITAM.’ It’s just at that very basic level, 

we’re not there. Why shouldn’t we have a Rhodes scholarship for Mexican students that offers 50 of 

Mexico’s best and brightest an opportunity to study here, and vice versa. Those are the kinds of very 

basic building blocks of a relationship that I would focus on. You know, Mexico’s education reform, the 

education reform going on in this country. I’d like to actually see some way in which we could get 

dialogues begun between those who are talking about [it], even though the context is different and the 

problems are different, there’s actually a lot of commonality. What does it take to improve teaching and 

learning in the classroom? We hardly have any dialogue going on in that way. So we are at the 

beginning, at the threshold, but serious people are thinking serious things about a serious subject.” 

Clay Boggs: “I’m Clay Boggs from the Washington Office on Latin America. Thank you very much for 

being here today. And as border security has increased and there has been more investment in recent 

years, we have also seen a rise in migrant deaths and the border has become a dangerous place for 

migrants. What can the United States government to do to reduce or eliminate migrant deaths at the 

border and to what extent do you see that as part of the bilateral agenda of cooperation with Mexico?” 

Alan Bersin: “It’s absolutely critical. And I think part of the index of why the future is not what it used to 

be is that, well uh, is I can say, and I have never hesitated to say, we occasionally see the facts differently 

but the objective is the same. What I’ve often pointed out is that from the very beginning, and you have 

to go back to San Diego and Texas in the 90s when Gate Keeper and the purpose of Gate Keeper and 

Hold the Line, Operation Rio Grande was to drive people out of the cities into more difficult terrain, and 

that was the objective. And yes, a tragic concomitant, or attendant factor, was that migrant deaths 

increased and when we finally went to the most difficult terrain in Sonora and Arizona, deaths increased 

in the deserts. But, the very first time that started to happen the United States Border Patrol created 

BORTAC so this was not an issue, and often I point out, and you know, that for every migrant that’s died 

the Border Patrol has probably rescued 5 or 7 or 10 migrants who were abandoned in the desert. It’s the 

Border Patrol’s doing it, with a program it designed, resourced and implemented. So I think the fact is 

that we have been working collaboratively on that. And I think now with the greater coordination 

between Mexican Federal Police and the Border Patrol, you see that increase in Tamaulipas, Coahuila, 

and Texas. So both the acknowledgment of the tragedy but also the fact that it hasn’t been something 

that has been permitted to go on but rather I think there have been serious efforts from both 

governments, particularly the US government, to mitigate the tragedy.” 
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Ted Alden: “Hi, Ted Alden from the Council on Foreign Relations. I agree with Simon’s judgment that 

most of the substantive issues on immigration reform have been resolved; it’s really a question of the 

politics at the moment. But one of the issues that still does seem to be somewhat open is the question 

of overstay tracking and what you do about that. There was a hearing in the House Judiciary Committee 

just a couple weeks ago. I find myself very worried that Congress will mandate the creation of a 

biometric exit system at the land border, which under current technologies means presumably either 

fingerprinting or iris scanning, [as] everyone’s leaving  at the land border. No idea how you would do 

that. What would it take with Mexico to get to where we are now with the Canadians, which is at least 

information sharing, at least on a biographic basis, so we know when people are leaving the United 

States and going into Canada. Can we get there with Mexico? What would it take to get there?” 

Alan Bersin: “That’s going to take awhile Ted, and not because—so the reference to Canada was that we 

have fairly successful ongoing now in which an exit from the United States from a land border in the 

north is an entry into Canada; but there’s an exchange of data, fairly seamlessly now, so we can match 

exits and entry on the northern border. But that requires that everybody who passes through the border 

swipes their passport, both north and south, and we don’t have that infrastructure yet on the southern 

border. The building of an infrastructure that would permit that is something that is on the agenda but 

not yet. It hasn’t yet been accepted as a top priority, there being other priorities. But, as you know, on 

the exit-entry issue, when you take northern border and airport, air departures and sea departures, 

we’re up 95, 94% where we can do the verifications. When it comes to risk management, I’ve never 

been a 100% person, not for scanning, and not for verification of exit and entry. But I think the fair 

answer is that it’s not a top priority on the south- on Mexico’s northern border.” 

Chris Wilson: “Hi, Chris Wilson from the Mexico Institute at the Wilson Center. You know, just furthering 

this idea of the importance of both the economic issues and the security issues and border 

management, and you’ve done a lot of this already, so I’d love to hear where we’ve been and where we 

are going. How do you take that to the bureaucracy? How do you, when you have CBP officers, 

thousands throughout the country, take that new mentality, the notion of a 21st century border, and 

insert that into the bureaucracy so that the interactions on the person-to-person level take that into 

consideration?” 

Alan Bersin: “That leadership. It starts with leadership.  There’s no substitute. But not just leadership at 

the top of an organization, you’ve got to get your middle management, you’ve got to get your 

supervisors understanding. First it’s an intellectual process, and then it’s leadership and that involves 

sanctions, both positive and negative, right? I can tell you both in the education sector and in the law 

enforcement sector it is not an overnight process. Having said that, think about the things that have 

happened in this country in last decade, no the last generation. Think about it in regard to tobacco, think 

about the change. Think about the same-sex marriage issue, which in a matter of 5 years went from 

being an issue that was going nowhere, to  one in which, I think, 20 states are now recognize same-sex 

marriage. So I’m getting more optimistic as I get older.”  
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“When I think about the young man who stood on a football field and learned that John Kennedy had 

been assassinated I think, where have all the flowers gone? I’m actually half—I have good reason to 

think that the world is actually—and I see it on my children’s faces—I think this, the possibilities have 

changed are significant. Think about how Border Patrol agents see the problem today compared to 

where they saw them ten years ago. It’s pretty different. But do we have great customer service at every 

port of entry? No. Is it an issue that is on every person’s mind in leadership? Yes. But the conversion, 

you know, it’s always a problem—the management issue is actually an interesting one. [Do] you wait for 

people’s behavior to change by changing their attitudes and opinions? Or do you change the behavior 

first and think it is a result of the changes in behavior that they’ll develop new attitudes and opinions?  It 

depends, it depends on the case.” 

Simon Rosenberg: “Time for one or two more. Does anyone want to jump in? 

“Before we go I want to just want to make an observation about the immigration debate, because I 

think it’s cleaner if I do it, than if you do it.  

“Speaker Boehner said yesterday that he wants to get a bill done, and somebody was saying earlier that 

he’s schizophrenic, right? Some days he does and some days he doesn’t. But I just want to say, that I 

think, as Ted said, that the difference in terms of the policies that remain, are actually very small. We’re 

closer to a deal today than we have been since John McCain and Ted Kennedy introduced this in 2005. 

Far closer, I mean, when in 2005, the last time the House took up the immigration bill, they voted to 

deport 11 million people out of the country and to felonize their presence here. That party, which has, 

as recently as a year ago, a year and a half ago, has advocated for self-deportation, you know that whole 

debate is not happening inside the Republican side of the House, a huge change. And self-deportation 

was the policy of the national Republican Party a year and a half ago….To have gotten them there to 

where we want to be is a long journey for them to travel on a very short period of time, even if they 

were, even if it’s the right place to be.  

“I think you’ve seen efforts by Bob Goodlatte, who’s floated this idea of ‘no special path,’ which for 

those of you who are following this from a policy standpoint, to me was an extraordinary concession 

and really was a sign that they’re trying to figure this out in a way that allows them to maintain the 

integrity of the arguments they have been making for twenty years, as wrong as they are, as much as I 

disagree with them. The hard political reality is that you can’t ask a politician to repudiate something 

that they have been saying for the past twenty years and expect it to be an easy process.  

“I just want to put in a plug for those of you working on this—we had Jeff Denham here last week, 

Congressman Denham, first congressman to sign on to the Democratic leadership bill [H.R. 15], and we 

could have as many as ten Republicans on that in the next few weeks. Again, another sign that they’ve 

sort of breached and gone into a new place.  
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“But this ‘no special path’—I just want to put one more plug on it—is that the Democrats and for those 

of us who have been on this side of the fight, the Republicans’ basic argument about the undocumented 

is that you can’t reward bad behavior, that these folks shouldn’t have come into the country, jumped 

the line, whatever the analogy is. And by the way, they are right about that—sovereign countries need 

to have borders that work and they get to decide who gets into the country. And I think the Republicans 

are going to need some way to go back to their voters and say, we didn’t allow those people to jump 

into the front, and I think that the ‘no special path’ idea, which would be pretty rapid universal 

legalization of 7-8 million of the 11 million getting on the citizen track right away would be a pretty 

amazing.  

“I mean that’s the opening ante of the House Judiciary Chairman, what he’s been floating, so I just want 

to say, that if we were living in a more normal Washington, when our President could sit down with the 

House Republican leadership and work out a deal on anything, this is a lot easier to see how we get to a 

final place, than on eight other issues that we could put up between the President and the House 

Republicans, and that’s why I remain an optimist that at some point in the next few months, and who 

knows how this goes, that’s why the community who has been working to pass this, keeps going, and 

hopefully there is enough gas in the tank in the immigration reform movement to keep going for 

another 4 or 5 months. Certainly that movement is stronger than it’s ever been. More effective,  

stronger, more vocal, smarter, more mature than in previous iterations of this, and led to a great 

degree, and the great example of the DREAMers, which I think really lifted up the enterprise and 

inspired a lot of us. We can’t give up.  

“My one admonition—and there are people in this room with loud megaphones—is that the Democrats 

made an enormous tactical mistake in July by saying that the Republicans were blocking the bill in the 

House. They weren’t blocking the bill, they had passed five pieces of legislation through committee, they 

had come farther than they had ever been. And so what we created was an expectation of, we created 

this sense of negativity and lack of progress, when in fact the glass was not half-empty, it was half-full, 

on the Republican side, and I think the President— look what happened in the past 48 hours—the 

President, finally after 4 months of evidence, finally acknowledged that Republicans were going to do 

this in their own way. And not accept the Senate bill. And as we discussed earlier, the Senate bill had a 

lot of things that were not worthy of passage. And so the President acknowledged that we can move 

piecemeal.  

“John Boehner had a remarkably positive response to that. I wish the president had said that four 

months ago. And—I’m distancing myself from Alan here because he is in the Administration—but I think 

it would have- I mean it was amazing to me how much Boehner reacted to that, because it was a sign of 

respect, saying that ‘you know, we are going to do it our own way, I’ve got my own issues here. Quit 

shoving the Senate bill down my throat.’ The Senate bill, which by the way the House Democrats didn’t 

even want. I think that what happened in the past 48 hours, with the President taking a different tone is 

really important for what is going to happen in this next stage and that’s why I remain optimistic.  
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“We are closer than we have ever been, the Republicans have come a long way, the distance between 

the two parties is actually not very great and if reasonable people could sit down in a room, I think they 

could cut a deal in an hour on this thing. Finding reasonable people in Washington now is not very easy. 

I just wanted to put that out there before everyone left. Alan, any final thoughts?” 

Alan Bersin: “Further affiant sayeth not.”  

Simon Rosenberg: “Alejandra, thank you. Alan, thank you. Keep the fight going, everyone.” 


