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Summary 
The United States and Mexico have a close and complex bilateral relationship, with extensive 
economic linkages as neighbors and partners under the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA). In recent years, security issues have dominated U.S.-Mexican relations, as the United 
States has supported Mexican President Felipe Calderón’s campaign against drug trafficking 
organizations (DTOs) through bilateral security cooperation initiatives including the Mérida 
Initiative, an anti-crime and counterdrug assistance package first funded in FY2008. Immigration 
and border security have also returned to the forefront of the bilateral agenda since Arizona 
enacted a controversial state law against illegal immigration (S.B. 1070) on April 23, 2010. In 
response to rising concerns about border security, President Obama deployed 1,200 National 
Guard troops to support law enforcement efforts along the U.S.-Mexico border and the 111th 
Congress approved $600 million in supplemental funds for border security (P.L. 111-230).  

Now in the fifth year of his six-year term, President Calderón of the conservative National Action 
Party (PAN) is focused on strengthening the Mexican economy, which grew by 5% in 2010 after 
contracting by 6% in 2009, and combating organized crime and drug trafficking. Although the 
Calderón Administration has arrested several top drug kingpins, the persistent and increasingly 
brazen violence committed by the DTOs has led to significant criticism of Calderón’s anti-drug 
strategy. As the 2012 presidential elections approach, the Mexican Congress, which is now 
dominated by the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), could be reluctant to give President 
Calderón any major legislative victories. The PRI won nine of the twelve governorships contested 
in the July 4, 2010, elections, while the PAN’s alliance with the leftist Party of the Democratic 
Revolution (PRD) captured three governorships.  

In recent years, U.S.-Mexican relations have grown stronger as the two countries have worked 
together to combat drug trafficking and secure their shared border. On May 19, 2010, President 
Calderón traveled to Washington, DC, for a state visit with President Obama during which both 
leaders reaffirmed their commitment to working together on a wide range of bilateral issues. The 
Obama Administration asked for $346.6 million in assistance for Mexico in its FY2011 budget 
request, including $310 million in Mérida Initiative funding. In the absence of FY2011 
appropriations legislation, the 111th Congress passed a series of continuing resolutions (P.L. 111-
242 as amended) to fund government programs, with the latest extension set to expire on March 
4, 2011. The Continuing Resolution, as amended, continues funding most programs at the 
FY2010-enacted level, with some exceptions. On February 14, 2011, the Obama Administration 
submitted its FY2012 budget request to Congress. The request includes at least $328.6 million in 
assistance for Mexico, including roughly $282 million in Mérida-related assistance. 

Congress has maintained an active interest in Mexico with counternarcotics, border, and trade 
issues dominating the agenda. Congress has appropriated some $1.5 billion in assistance for 
Mexico under the Mérida Initiative and expressed concern about the slow delivery of that 
assistance. The 112th Congress is likely to maintain a keen interest in how implementation of the 
Mérida Initiative and related border security initiatives are proceeding, particularly now that 
National Guard troops are on the Southwest border. Congress may also consider proposals for 
comprehensive immigration reform. On the trade front, Congress is likely to maintain interest in 
how the Obama Administration moves to resolve ongoing disputes related to trucking and tuna 
with Mexico, facilitate commerce along the U.S.-Mexico border, and deepen cooperation under 
NAFTA. 
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Background on Mexico 

Political Developments 
Over the past decade, Mexico has moved from one-party rule by the PRI to multi-party 
democracy. Current PAN President Felipe Calderón won the July 2006 presidential election in an 
extremely tight race, defeating Andrés Manuel López Obrador of the leftist PRD by less than 
234,000 votes. The presidential race was so close that final results were not announced until early 
September 2006, when the Federal Electoral Tribunal completed adjudication of all the 
challenges to those results. Calderón began a six-year term on December 1, 2006. 

In the first half of his term, President Calderón, whose PAN party became the largest party in the 
Senate and Chamber of Deputies after the 2006 legislative elections, had some success in turning 
to the PRI for help in advancing his legislative agenda. In 2007, he secured passage of long-
awaited fiscal and pension reforms that had stalled under the Fox Administration. In June 2008, 
President Calderón signed a judicial reform decree after securing the approval of Congress and 
Mexico’s states for an amendment to Mexico’s Constitution. Under the judicial reform, Mexico 
will have eight years to move from a closed door process based on written arguments to a public 
trial system with oral arguments and the presumption of innocence. In October 2008, the 
government secured approval of an energy sector reform intended to improve the transparency 
and management flexibility of state-oil company Petroleos Mexicanos (PEMEX). Critics 
maintained that its watered-down provisions, which provide only limited opportunities for private 
investment in the company, would not do enough to encourage new oil exploration.1  

In the months leading up to the July 5, 2009, midterm elections, most polls indicated that the PRI 
would fare well as compared to the PAN and the PRD. The PRI performed even better than polls 
had suggested, capturing 237 of 500 seats in the Chamber of Deputies, five of six governorships, 
and several municipalities. Analysts have attributed the PRI’s strong performance to growing 
popular concern about the country’s economic downturn, as well as the party’s effective use of its 
still formidable national machinery. Although President Calderón remained popular, the PAN lost 
seats in the Chamber (from 206 to 147) and two key governorships, with voters expressing 
frustration with the party’s failure to distinguish itself from the PRI. (The PAN still controls the 
Senate, however.) The PRD fared even worse than the PAN in the mid-term elections, winning 
just 72 seats in the Chamber, as internal divisions within the party led Andrés Lopez Obrador to 
throw his support behind left-leaning candidates from smaller parties, many of whom won.  

The composition of the current Congress, which was sworn in on September 1, 2009, has 
complicated President Calderón’s agenda for the second half of his term, which had included 
enacting a package of comprehensive political reforms. The PRI, which, combined with the 
support of the allied Green Ecological Party (PVEM) party, now controls a majority in the 
Chamber, appears to be trying to use its position to gear up for the 2010-2011 gubernatorial 
elections and the 2012 presidential election. However, many observers maintain that the PRI is 
unlikely to block any major security or economic stimulus initiatives, given the severity of the 
drug violence and economic challenges that Mexico is facing. Moreover, the PRI is expected to 

                                                             
1 Alexandra Olson, “Mexico Approves Oil Reform Bill in General Terms, Experts Call it Disappointment for 
Investors,” AP, October 28, 2008. 
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be more cooperative now than it was after winning a majority in the 2003 elections, for fear of 
being dismissed by voters in 2012 as obstructionist.2 

Figure 1. Map of Mexico, Including States and Border Cities 

 
Source: Map Resources, adapted by CRS 

During 2010, political attention in Mexico focused on the state and local elections being held in 
15 states as a harbinger of how the major parties might perform in the 2012 presidential elections. 
Despite an electoral campaign marred by drug trafficking-related violence, which culminated in 
the June 28, 2010, killing of a popular gubernatorial candidate in Tamaulipas, voters in most 
states turned out in larger numbers than had been expected for the July 4, 2010, elections.3 The 
PRI claimed victory in nine states, but lost three states it had previously controlled (Sinaloa, 
Oaxaca, and Puebla) to candidates representing alliances of the PAN, PRD, and other small left-
leaning parties. Although some “Stop the PRI” alliances performed better than analysts had 
predicted, the divergent ideological orientations of the parties they involve could make governing 
difficult. It remains to be seen whether similar alliances can be formed in other states and at the 
national level (either in the Congress or for the 2012 presidential race).4 

                                                             
2 Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), Country Report: Mexico, February 2011. 
3 Marc Lacey, “Mexican Democracy, Even Under Siege,” New York Times, July 5, 2010. 
4 “Alliance Surpasses Expectations in Mexican Gubernatorial Elections,” Latin American Weekly Report, July 8, 2010. 
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Now in the fifth year of his six-year term, President Calderón retains an approval rating of about 
52% (January 2011)5, but support for his Administration and the PAN in general has diminished 
as a result of the significant economic and security challenges that Mexico has been experiencing. 
Calderón is forging ahead with presidential initiatives aimed at boosting jobs, expanding access to 
health insurance, and reforming the country’s security apparatus, but is unlikely to be able to push 
much-needed labor, tax, energy, or political reforms through the Mexican Congress. Indeed, some 
of Calderón’s key security reform initiatives—including a law against money laundering and a 
law to reorganize municipal and state police—have thus far also failed to advance.6 

As 2011 progresses, many analysts predict that President Calderón will enter “lame duck” status 
as popular attention turns to focus on the 2012 presidential elections. As in 2010, there are a 
number of gubernatorial elections scheduled for later this year that could impact the major 
parties’ candidate selections and chances for success in 2012. Given the aforementioned 
difficulties that Mexico has experienced during the current PAN Administration and the ongoing 
divisions within the leftist PRD (between Mexico City mayor Marcel Ebrard and Andrés Manuel 
López Obrador), many observers are predicting a PRI victory in 2012.7 Surveys taken in mid-
November showed likely PRI candidate Enrique Peña Nieto, governor of Mexico State, leading 
all other potential candidates with 42% approval level.8 A PRI presidential victory is not assured, 
however. In recent weeks, PRI candidates have lost gubernatorial elections in Guerrero and Baja 
California Sur. Should the PRD and the PAN be able to select a compromise candidate for the 
July 3, 2011, elections capable of defeating the PRI candidate that Peña Nieto endorses, the 2012 
elections could become much more competitive than observers are currently predicting.9 

Drug Trafficking and Heightened Violence and Crime in Mexico10 
Mexico is a major producer and supplier to the U.S. market of heroin, methamphetamine, and 
marijuana and the major transit country for as much as 90% of the cocaine sold in the United 
States. A small number of Mexican drug trafficking organizations control the most significant 
drug distribution operations along the Southwest border. U.S. government reports have 
characterized Mexican drug trafficking organizations as representing the “greatest organized 
crime threat” to the United States today.11 Mexican DTOs have expanded their U.S. presence by 
increasing their transportation and distribution networks, as well as displacing other Latin 
American traffickers, primarily Colombians.12 In the past few years, the violence and brutality of 
the Mexican DTOs have escalated as an increasing number of groups have battled each other for 
control of lucrative drug trafficking routes into the United States.  

                                                             
5 “Mexican President Calderón’s Approval Rating Falls,” Reuters, February 8, 2011. 
6 Randal C. Archbold, “Mexican Leader’s Crime Effort Fails to Advance,” New York Times, December 17, 2010. 
7 George W. Grayson, Mexico’s 2011 Gubernatorial Elections and Their Impact on Drug Policy, Center for Strategic 
& International Studies, January 28, 2011. 
8 Carlos Navarro, “Major Parties Begin Maneuvering Ahead of State, Presidential Elections,” SourceMex Economic 
News & Analysis on Mexico, January 12, 2011. 
9 Latin News, Latin American Special Report: Election Watch 2011, February 2011. 
10 For more information, see CRS Report R41576, Mexico’s Drug Trafficking Organizations: Source and Scope of the 
Rising Violence, by June S. Beittel, CRS Report R41349, U.S.-Mexican Security Cooperation: the Mérida Initiative 
and Beyond, by Clare Ribando Seelke and Kristin M. Finklea.  
11 U.S. Department of Justice’s National Drug Intelligence Center (NDIC), 2009 National Drug Threat Assessment, 
December 2008.  
12 NDIC, 2010 National Drug Threat Assessment, February 2010. 
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Since taking office in December 2006, President Calderón has made combating DTOs a top 
priority of his administration. He has called increasing drug trafficking-related violence in 
Mexico a threat to the Mexican state and has sent thousands of soldiers and police to drug 
trafficking “hot-spots” throughout Mexico. Joint deployments of federal military and police 
officials are just one part of the Calderón government’s strategy against the DTOs. That strategy 
involves (1) deploying the military to restore law and order, (2) expanding law enforcement 
operations, (3) initiating institutional reform and anti-corruption initiatives, (4) recovering social 
cohesion and trust, and (5) building up international partnerships against drugs and crime (like the 
Mérida Initiative).13 President Calderón has secured legislative approval of a number of 
constitutional reforms and laws related to national security, including, most recently, an anti-
kidnapping law. Other initiatives that he has proposed, including a reform of the national security 
law, remain pending. The Calderón government has also used extradition as a tool to combat drug 
traffickers, extraditing 94 individuals in 2010.14 Increased collaboration and intelligence-sharing 
with U.S. law enforcement agencies have resulted in significant government victories against the 
DTOs, which have accelerated since the December 2009 killing of Arturo Beltrán Leyva.15 

Despite these victories, the persistent and increasingly brazen violence committed by the drug 
traffickers, which has occurred partially in response to government pressure, has led to increasing 
criticism of Calderón’s aggressive strategy. According to recent Mexican government estimates, 
more than 34,500 people died in violence related to organized crime between January 2007 and 
December 2010. That figure, which was released in January 2011, is substantially higher than 
those that have been reported by Mexican media outlets. According to Grupo Reforma, almost 
11,600 Mexicans have died in drug trafficking-related violence in 2010, a total which is more 
than 70% higher than the 6,587 deaths recorded in 2009.16 

Many experts assert that, in order to regain popular support for its security policies, the Calderón 
government will have to show success in dismantling the DTOs, while also reducing drug 
trafficking-related violence. Calderón officials consulted with local and state officials to revise 
the government’s military-led strategy for Ciudad Juarez after the massacre of 15 civilians, many 
of them teenagers, at a private home there in late January 2010. The new strategy that the 
Calderón government has developed, “We Are All Juárez,” involves significant federal 
government investments in education, job training, and community development programs to 
help address some of the underlying factors that have contributed to the violence. It also involved 
an April 2010 shift from military to federal police control over security efforts in the city, a 
strategy shift which has yielded mixed results.17 Beginning in August 2010, President Calderón 
has conducted a series of consultations with academics, policy makers, and civil society leaders 
on the direction that Mexican security policy should take. 

                                                             
13 Embassy of Mexico, Washington, DC. “Mexico and the Fight Against Drug Trafficking and Organized Crime: 
Setting the Record Straight,” press release, June 2009, p. ii. President Calderón further expounded on this strategy in an 
editorial published in Mexican newspapers on June 13, 2010. It is available in Spanish at 
http://www.presidencia.gob.mx/prensa/lucha_seguridad_publica/index.html. 
14 Email from U.S. Department of Justice, January 4, 2011.  
15 Stratfor, Mexican Drug Wars: Bloodiest Year to Date, December 20, 2010.  
16 For a discussion of the different tallies of the casualties reported by the Mexican media, such as the Mexico-city 
based newspaper, Reforma, and those of the Mexican government, see: Viridiana Ríos and David A. Shirk, Drug 
Violence in Mexico: Data and Analysis Through 2010, Trans-Border Institute, February 2011, available at: 
http://justiceinmexico.files.wordpress.com/2011/02/2011-tbi-drugviolence2.pdf. 
17 Katherine Corcoran,” Mexico Program to Clean up Violence-Plagued Border City Ciudad Juárez has Long Way to 
go,” Associated Press, January 3, 2011. 



Mexico-U.S. Relations: Issues for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service 5 

The increase in drug trafficking-related violence between and among DTOs in Mexico has 
generated concern among U.S. policy makers that the violence in Mexico might spill over into the 
United States.18 Currently, U.S. federal officials deny that the recent increase in drug trafficking-
related violence in Mexico has resulted in a spillover into the United States, but they 
acknowledge that the prospect is a serious concern.19 On May 25, 2010, in response to rising state 
and local concerns about border security, President Obama authorized sending up to 1,200 
National Guard troops to the U.S.-Mexico border. The National Guard troops began the 
deployment process on August 1, 2010, and are scheduled to serve for a period of one year, 
during which they will serve in law enforcement support roles in high-crime areas along the 
Southwest border.  

Economic and Social Conditions20 
Mexico’s economy is strongly dependent on economic conditions in the United States because 
more than 80% of its exports are destined for the U.S. market and the United States is its primary 
source of tourism revenues and foreign investment. Mexico is one of the top U.S. oil suppliers. 
The Mexican economy grew 3.3% in 2007, the first year of the Calderón government. Slower 
growth was already anticipated for 2008 due in part to decreasing consumer demand in the United 
States, declining Mexican oil production, and slow growth in remittances sent by Mexicans 
abroad. The global financial crisis, which caused a run on the Mexican peso, further reduced GDP 
growth in 2008 to just 1.4%. For 2009, the Mexican economy contracted by more than 6%, the 
worst decline in six decades. Experts do not expect Mexico’s real GDP to recover 2008 levels 
until some point later this year. 

In 2009, the Calderón government struggled to cope with the combined effects of the U.S. and 
global recessions, a nationwide outbreak of H1N1 “swine” flu, and declining oil production. The 
U.S. recession resulted in steep declines in demand for Mexican exports, particularly in the 
manufacturing sector. Mexico’s exports to the United States declined by 18.5% in 2009 as 
compared to the previous year.21 The economic decline in the United States also resulted in 
declining remittance flows to Mexico. In 2009, remittances to Mexico fell to an estimated $21.2 
billion, the lowest level since 2005. These developments were further exacerbated by the 
outbreak of pandemic H1N1 “swine flu” in April 2009, which prompted the government to close 
restaurants, schools, and retail establishments for nearly two weeks. The tourism industry, 
Mexico’s third-largest foreign exchange earner, was especially hard hit by the outbreak, with a 
50% drop in income earned by foreign visitors in May 2009 as compared to the year before.22 
Declining oil prices and production also provided economic setbacks for Mexico, which depends 
on oil proceeds for over one-third of government revenue.  

The Calderón government took a number of measures to cushion the Mexican economy from the 
fallout of the global economic crisis and the U.S. recession. The government used billions in its 
                                                             
18 For background, see CRS Report R41075, Southwest Border Violence: Issues in Identifying and Measuring Spillover 
Violence, coordinated by Kristin M. Finklea. 
19 See for example, DHS, "Remarks by Secretary Napolitano at the Border Security Conference," press release, August 
11, 2009, http://www.dhs.gov/ynews/speeches/sp_1250028863008.shtm. 
20 For background on the Mexican economy and U.S.-Mexican economic relations, see CRS Report RL32934, U.S.-
Mexico Economic Relations: Trends, Issues, and Implications, by M. Angeles Villarreal. 
21 Based on data from the United States International Trade Commission (USITC) dataweb. 
22 “Mexico Foreign Tourism Income Sinks 29% in June,” Reuters, August 10, 2009. 
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international reserves to shore up the peso, and the Mexican central bank established a temporary 
reciprocal currency sway line with the U.S. Federal Reserve for up to $30 billion. The 
government also hedged its oil exports for 2009 at a price of $70 a barrel in an effort to protect 
the economy from the decline in oil prices. The central government increased liquidity in the 
banking system, including multiple cuts in the prime policy lending rate. It also increased its 
credit lines with the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and Inter-American Development 
Bank. In 2009, Mexico’s fiscal stimulus amounted to 2.5% of GDP and was targeted on 
infrastructure spending and subsidies for key household budget items, namely those reducing 
energy costs. Government programs to support small and medium-sized businesses, worker 
training, job creation, and social safety nets were maintained and, in some cases, expanded.23 

By the end of 2009, the Mexican economy had begun to recover as a result of the aforementioned 
stimulus measures and a resumption in U.S. demand for Mexican exports. Indeed, even though its 
domestic economy continued to struggle, the Mexican economy grew by 5% in 2010.24 Despite 
this nascent recovery, investors still have concerns about Mexico’s long-term growth potential in 
light of its low tax base, modest levels of public investment, rigid labor market, and over-reliance 
on declining oil revenues.25 Analysts are also increasingly concerned that drug trafficking-related 
violence may be deterring foreign investment in some parts of the country, including the business 
capital of Monterrey and the export processing zones of northern Mexico.26 

As elsewhere in Latin America, there are concerns that the 2009 economic downturn in Mexico 
has negatively impacted the country’s recent progress in reducing poverty. Mexico, with a 
population of 112.5 million (July 2010), is classified by the World Bank as an upper middle 
income developing country, with a per capita income level of $8,960 (2009). According to 
officials from the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC), the percentage of Mexicans living in poverty fell between 2000 and 2006, but rose 
again between 2006 and 2008 to include roughly 45% of the population. ECLAC has also 
estimated that the number of individuals living in extreme poverty in Mexico and Central 
America increased by 800,000 in 2009.27  

Mexico’s main poverty reduction program is Oportunidades (Opportunities). The program, 
formerly known as Progresa (Progress), began under President Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000) and 
has since expanded to benefit 5.8 million Mexican families (34 million individuals) mostly in 
rural areas. Oportunidades seeks not only to alleviate the immediate effects of poverty through 
cash and in-kind transfers, but to break the cycle of poverty by improving nutrition, health 
standards, and educational attainment. It provides cash transfers to families in poverty who 
demonstrate that they regularly attend medical appointments and can certify that children are 
attending school. While some have praised Oportunidades for its positive effects on educational 
and nutrition outcomes, others have criticized it for creating dependency on government 
                                                             
23 ECLAC. The Reactions of the Governments of the Americas to the International Crisis: An Overview of Policy 
Measures up to 31 March 2009. April 2009. 
24 “Mexico Economy: Better Outlook, With Caveats,” EIU Views Wire, February 9, 2011.  
25 “Mexico: ‘BRIC’ Potential Faces Enormous Hurdles,” Oxford Analytica, February 4, 2011; Francisco Gonzalez, 
“Drug Violence Isn’t Mexico’s Only Problem,” Current History, February 2011. 
26 David A. Robillard and Duncan Wood, "Public Insecurity and the Private Sector in Mexico," FOCALPoint: 
Canada's Spotlight on the Americas, vol. 10, no. 1 (February 2011).  
27 U.N. Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, Statistical Yearbook for Latin America and the 
Caribbean 2008; “ECLAC: Extreme Poverty Up in 2009 in Mexico, Central America,” Latin American Herald 
Tribune, January 23, 2010. 
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handouts.28 On April 9, 2009, the World Bank approved a $1.5 billion loan to Mexico to expand 
the Oportunidades program in an effort to relieve the social impact of the economic downturn. 
The Calderón government has established a new program within Oportunidades for people in 
cities such as Ciudad Juárez. In 2010, more than 1.3 million urban beneficiaries began receiving 
assistance through that program.  

Foreign Policy Challenges 
While the bilateral relationship with the United States has continued to dominate Mexican foreign 
policy, former President Fox (2000-2006) and current President Calderón have pursued more 
diversified foreign policies than their recent predecessors. The Fox Administration pursued other 
policy initiatives after the September 2001 terrorist attacks turned U.S. attention away from 
Mexico and toward the Middle East. Mexico held a temporary seat on the U.N. Security Council 
in 2002 and 2003 and voted against the U.S. invasion of Iraq, which disappointed the Bush 
Administration. Fox promoted Plan Puebla-Panama, now called the Mesoamerican Plan, a series 
of energy, infrastructure, and regional connectivity initiatives with Central America. He attempted 
to revive the G-3 group trade preferences (Colombia, Venezuela, and Mexico); however, 
Venezuela formally withdrew from the group in November 2006. Fox also sought better ties with 
countries in South America. He attempted to expand trade with the European Union under the 
EU-Mexico free trade agreement (FTA) that went into effect in July 2000, and with Japan under 
the Mexico-Japan FTA that entered into force in April 2005.29  

President Calderón has sought to pursue an independent foreign policy with even closer ties to 
Latin America. Calderón regularly met with former Colombian President Álvaro Uribe, with 
whom he formed a partnership, along with the leaders of Guatemala and Panama, to combat drug 
trafficking and organized crime. In 2009, the Colombian government sent dozens of police 
trainers to teach courses at Mexico’s federal police training institute. Calderón is likely to 
continue close collaboration with Colombia under the new government of Juan Manuel Santos. In 
August 2009, President Calderón visited Brazil to discuss the possibility of forming a Brazil-
Mexico FTA, as well as developing greater energy cooperation between PEMEX and Petrobras, 
Brazil’s state-owned oil company. Security cooperation between Mexico and the Central 
American Integration System (SICA) has also expanded under President Calderón. Progress has 
also continued to advance, albeit slowly, on the Mesoamerican Project mentioned above. The 
Calderón government attempted to help resolve the political crisis in Honduras after the ouster of 
former president Manuel Zelaya in June 2009, and has recognized the new government of 
Porfirio Lobo. The Mexican government also sent financial support and humanitarian supplies to 
Haiti in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake that hit that country in January 2010. 

President Calderón has also tried to mend relations with Cuba and Venezuela, which had become 
tense during the Fox Administration. In September 2007, Mexican and Venezuelan ambassadors 
presented credentials to the respective governments, restoring full relations for the first time since 
November 2005. In May 2004, President Fox recalled Mexico’s ambassador to Cuba; 
ambassadors were later restored, but relations between the two countries remained tense through 
the remainder of the Fox administration. A Cuban ambassador to Mexico also presented his 

                                                             
28 Santiago Levy, Good Intentions, Bad Outcomes – Social Policy, Informality and Economic Growth in Mexico. 
Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution, April 2008. 
29 For more information, see CRS Report R40784, Mexico’s Free Trade Agreements, by M. Angeles Villarreal. 
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credentials to President Calderón in September 2007. In November 2008, a Mexico-Cuba 
agreement intended to help slow the trafficking of undocumented Cubans passing through 
Mexico to the United States took effect.30 

Mexican-U.S. Relations31 

Background 
Until the early 1980s, Mexico had a closed and statist economy and its independent foreign policy 
was often at odds with the United States. Those policies began to shift, however, under President 
Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988), and changed even more dramatically under President Carlos 
Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994) and President Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000). President Salinas 
opened Mexico’s economy to trade and investment, while President Zedillo adopted electoral 
reforms that leveled the playing field for opposition parties and increased cooperation with the 
United States on drug control and border issues.  

President Fox (2000-2006) encouraged strong relations with the United States, and called for 
greater cooperation under NAFTA and for a bilateral migration agreement that would regularize 
the status of undocumented Mexicans in the United States. In the aftermath of the September 
2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, the focus of relations shifted to border security issues 
as the United States became increasingly concerned about homeland security. Relations became 
strained during the debate on immigration reform in the United States. After President Bush 
approved the Secure Fence Act of 2006, Mexico, with the support of 27 other nations, denounced 
the proposed border fence at the Organization of American States.  

Under the Calderón government, drug trafficking and violence, border security, and immigration 
have continued to define the bilateral relationship. Felipe Calderón made his first official visit to 
the United States as president-elect in early November 2006, after first visiting Canada and some 
Latin American countries. During his visit, Calderón criticized the authorization of 700 miles of 
fencing along the U.S.-Mexico border and noted that it complicated U.S.-Mexico relations. He 
asserted that job creation and increased investment in Mexico would be more effective in 
reducing illegal migration from Mexico than a border fence. Calderón signaled a shift in Mexican 
foreign policy when he noted that while immigration is an important issue in the bilateral 
relationship, it is not the only issue, as trade and economic development are also important. 

President Calderón reiterated these concerns during President Bush’s March 2007 visit to Mexico. 
During the visit, President Calderón also called for U.S. assistance in combating drug and 
weapons trafficking. Specifically, Calderón promised to continue his efforts to combat drug 
trafficking and called for U.S. efforts to reduced the demand for drugs. Calderón’s willingness to 
increase narcotics cooperation with the United States led to the development of the Mérida 
Initiative, a multi-year U.S. assistance effort announced in October 2007 to help Mexico and 
Central America combat drug trafficking and organized crime. 
                                                             
30 “Cuban Envoy to Mexico Says Migration Agreement to Halt People Trafficking,” BBC Monitoring Americas, 
November 20, 2008. 
31 For an overview of current issues in U.S.-Mexican relations, see: Andrew Selee et al., The United States and Mexico: 
More Than Neighbors, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, September 2010, available at: 
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/topics/pubs/More%20Than%20Neighbors%20Compact%2011.2.10.pdf. 
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Obama Administration 
U.S.-Mexican relations have continued to be close under the Obama Administration, largely 
focusing on cooperation in combating organized crime and drug trafficking. In mid-January 2009, 
President Calderón visited then President-elect Obama in Washington, DC. That pre-inaugural 
meeting, which has become somewhat of a tradition for recent U.S. presidents, demonstrated the 
importance of strong relations with Mexico.  

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton traveled to Mexico City and Monterrey, Mexico, on March 25-
26, 2009, to discuss a broad range of bilateral issues, including the Mérida Initiative. The 
Secretary asserted that the U.S. relationship with Mexico “is one of the most important 
relationships between any two countries in the world” and that both countries “need a strong and 
sustained partnership, one based on comprehensive engagement, greater balance, shared 
responsibility, and joint efforts to address hemispheric and global issues.”32 Perhaps most 
significantly, Secretary Clinton criticized the failure of U.S. antidrug policy and acknowledged 
that an “insatiable demand for illegal drugs” in the United States “fuels the drug trade.”33  

Clinton’s visit to Mexico was followed in early April 2009 with trips by Homeland Security 
Secretary Napolitano and Attorney General Holder where they met with Mexican officials and 
attended an arms trafficking conference. Both officials emphasized new efforts by their agencies 
to combat the drug cartels, including the deployment of additional personnel and resources to 
support anti-gun trafficking and interdiction efforts, as well as law enforcement cooperation. 

Presidents Obama and Calderón met twice more in 2009. From April 16-17, 2009, President 
Barack Obama traveled to Mexico to discuss security issues, immigration reform, and clean 
energy and climate change with President Calderón. During the visit, President Obama 
acknowledged the U.S. demand for drugs was helping to keep the Mexican drugs traffickers in 
business, and that “more than 90% of the guns recovered in Mexico come from the United 
States.”34 At the North American Leaders’ Summit in Guadalajara, Mexico, in August 2009, 
President Obama praised Mexico’s response to the H1N1 swine flu outbreak and gave his full 
support for President Calderón’s struggle against the drug cartels. Obama stated that he has “great 
confidence in President Calderón’s administration applying the law enforcement techniques that 
are necessary to curb the power of the cartels, but doing so in a way that’s consistent with human 
rights.”35 During the summit, President Obama, President Calderón, and Canadian Prime Minister 
Harper pledged to work together to restore economic growth in North America, combat climate 
change, and prepare for the fall flu season. 

Throughout 2010, U.S.-Mexican consultations continued at the highest levels. On March 23, 
2010, Secretary Clinton chaired a cabinet-level delegation to Mexico that included Defense 
Secretary Robert Gates, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Michael Mullen, Homeland 

                                                             
32 U.S. Department of State, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, “Remarks with Mexican Foreign Secretary 
Patricia Espinosa After Their Meeting,” Mexico City, Mexico, March 25, 2009.  
33 Mark Lander, “Clinton Says Demand for Illegal Drugs in the U.S. ‘Fuels the Drug Trade’ in Mexico,” New York 
Times, March 26, 2009.  
34 “President Obama and Mexican President Felipe Calderón Hold News Conference,” CQ Newsmaker Transcripts, 
April 16, 2009. 
35 U.S. Department of State, “Press Release: North American Leaders Discuss Trade, H1N1 Flu, Climate Change,” 
August 10, 2009. 
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Security Secretary Napolitano, and then-Director of National Intelligence Admiral Dennis Blair. 
The delegation participated in a Mérida Initiative High-Level Group meeting with their Mexican 
counterparts at which they agreed to a new strategy for the Mérida Initiative. President Obama 
then welcomed President Calderón to the White House for a two-day state visit on May 19, 2010, 
during which the leaders pledged to continue working together to combat the organized criminal 
groups that traffic drugs into the United States and illicit weapons and cash into Mexico. They 
also reaffirmed their commitment to bilateral efforts to foster economic competitiveness, produce 
clean energy, and build a 21st century border. Secretary Clinton also met with her Mexican and 
Canadian counterparts in December to prepare for another North American Leader’s Summit to 
be held in Canada in 2011. 

On January 24, 2011, Secretary Clinton paid an unannounced visit to Mexico during which she 
expressed support for the Calderón Administration and its security policies. Clinton praised what 
President Calderón “has done is to tackle not just the drug traffickers but some of the systemic 
issues that will strengthen Mexico’s institutions” over the long term. She also announced that 
some $500 million worth of Mérida-funded training and equipment already in the pipeline would 
be delivered to Mexico in 2011.36 

U.S. Assistance to Mexico 

Mexico, a middle income country, traditionally has not been a major recipient of U.S. foreign 
assistance, but this changed in FY2008 with congressional approval of the Administration’s 
request for funding to support the Mérida Initiative (see “Mérida Initiative” section below). 
Because of the Mérida Initiative funding, U.S. assistance to Mexico rose from $65 million in 
FY2007 to almost $406 million in FY2008. Table 1 provides an overview of recent U.S. 
assistance to Mexico funded through State Department aid accounts, while Table 2 provides a 
breakdown of Mérida assistance by account. Aside from Mérida-related funding, Mexico receives 
development assistance aimed at reducing poverty and inequality and helping the Mexican 
economy benefit from the North American Free Trade Agreement. Mexico also benefits from 
military training programs funded through the State Department’s International Military 
Education and Training Account (IMET), as well as counterterrorism assistance provided through 
the Non-proliferation, Anti-terrorism and Related Programs (NADR) account. 

                                                             
36 U.S. Department of State, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, “Remarks with Mexican Foreign Secretary 
Patricia Espinosa,” January 24, 2011. 



Mexico-U.S. Relations: Issues for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service 11 

Table 1. U.S. Assistance to Mexico by Account, FY2007-FY2012 
U.S. $ millions 

Account FY2007 FY2008a FY2009ab 
FY2010 
(est.)  FY2011 req. FY2012 req. 

INCLE 36.7 242.1 454.0e 365.0f 292.0 248.5 

ESF 11.4 34.7 15.0 15.0 10.0 33.3 

FMF 0.0 116.5 299.0d  5.3 8.0 8.0 

IMET 0.1 0.4 0.8  1.1 1.1 1.7 

NADR 1.3 1.4 3.9  5.7 5.7   n/a 

CSHc 3.7 2.7 2.9  3.5 0.0 3.7 

DA 12.3 8.2 11.2 10.0 26.3 33.4 

TOTAL 65.4 405.9 786.8  405.6 346.6 328.6 

Sources: U.S. Department of State, Congressional Budget Justification for Foreign Operations FY2008-FY2011, 
FY2010 Supplemental Spending Plan; Executive Budget Summary: Function 150 & Other International Programs FY2012. 

Notes: CSH= Child Survival and Health; DA=Development Assistance; ESF=Economic Support Fund; 
FMF=Foreign Military Financing; IMET=International Military Education and Training; INCLE=International 
Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement; NADR=Non-proliferation, Anti-terrorism and Related Programs. 

a. FY2008 assistance includes funding from the Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2008 (P.L. 110-252). FY2009 
assistance includes FY2009 bridge funding from the Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2008 (P.L. 110-252). 

b. FY2009 assistance includes funding from the Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2009 (P.L. 11-32).  

c. Beginning with the FY2010 request, the Child Survival and Health Account became known as Global Health 
and Child Survival—USAID.  

d. $260 million provided under the FY2009 supplemental (P.L. 111-32) and counted here as FY2009 funding 
was considered by appropriators “forward funding” intended to address in advance a portion of the FY2010 
request.  

e. $94 million provided under P.L. 111-32 and counted here as part of FY2009 funding was considered by 
appropriators “forward funding” intended to address in advance a portion of the FY2010 request.  

f. $175 million of this funding provided in the FY2010 supplemental (P.L. 111-212) and counted here as 
FY2010 funding was considered by appropriators as “forward funding” intended to address in advance a 
portion of the FY2011 request.  

Bilateral Cooperation on Counternarcotics and Security Efforts 

In the 1980s and 1990s, U.S.-Mexican counternarcotics efforts were often marked by mistrust. 
Beginning in 1986, when the U.S. President was required to certify whether drug-producing 
countries and drug-transit countries were cooperating fully with the United States, Mexico often 
was criticized for its lack of efforts, which in turn led to Mexican government criticism of the 
U.S. assessment. Reforms to the U.S. drug certification process enacted in September 2002 (P.L. 
107-228) essentially eliminated the annual drug certification requirement, and instead required 
the President to designate and withhold assistance from countries that had “failed demonstrably” 
to make substantial counternarcotics efforts.37 In the aftermath of these reforms, U.S. bilateral 
cooperation with Mexico on counternarcotics efforts improved considerably during the Fox 
                                                             
37 See CRS Report 98-174, Mexican Drug Certification Issues: U.S. Congressional Action, 1986-2002, by K. Larry 
Storrs. 
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administration (2000-2006), and as described above, combating DTOs has become a priority of 
the current Calderón administration.  

Until 2006, Mexico refused to extradite criminals facing the possibility of life without parole to 
the United States. However, two decisions by the Mexican Supreme Court facilitated extraditions 
to the United States. In November 2005, in a partial reversal of its October 2001 ruling, the Court 
found that life imprisonment without the possibility of parole is not cruel and unusual 
punishment. Then the Court ruled in January 2006 that U.S. extradition requests only need to 
meet the requirements of the 1978 bilateral extradition treaty, not Mexico’s general law on 
international extradition that was promulgated in 1975. That decision made the extradition 
process easier. President Calderón has used extradition as a major tool to combat drug traffickers. 
Extraditions from Mexico rose from 41 in 2005 to a record 107 in 2009 before falling slightly to 
94 extraditions in 2010. 

The State Department’s 2010 International Narcotics Control Strategy report maintains that 
President Calderón’s efforts against drug traffickers in 2009 continued at an “ambitious pace” in 
the face of an increasingly violent backlash from the DTOs. According to the report, those efforts 
resulted in the arrests of several significant DTO leaders and record methamphetamine seizures. 
In 2009, Mexican law enforcement also seized at least 20 metric tons (mt) of cocaine (up from 19 
mt in 2008) and 665 kilograms of opium gum (up from 168 kilograms in 2008), while marijuana 
seizures were down. Challenges identified in the report include the continued opacity and 
inefficiency of the Mexican judicial system, corruption, and declines in government drug crop 
eradication efforts. 

Mérida Initiative38 

The United States and Mexico issued a joint statement on October 22, 2007, announcing a multi-
year plan for $1.4 billion in U.S. assistance to Mexico and Central America to combat drug 
trafficking and other criminal organizations. The Mérida Initiative, named for the location of a 
March 2007 meeting between Presidents Bush and Calderón, expands bilateral and regional 
cooperation to combat organized crime, DTOs, and criminal gangs. The stated objective of the 
Mérida Initiative, according to the U.S. and Mexican government joint statement, is to maximize 
the effectiveness of efforts against drug, human, and weapons trafficking.39 The Bush 
Administration first requested funds for Mérida, $500 million for Mexico and $50 million for 
Central America, in its FY2008 supplemental appropriations request. 

 

                                                             
38 See CRS Report R41349, U.S.-Mexican Security Cooperation: the Mérida Initiative and Beyond , by Clare Ribando 
Seelke and Kristin M. Finklea. For historical information, see CRS Report RS22837, Mérida Initiative: U.S. Anticrime 
and Counterdrug Assistance for Mexico and Central America, by Clare Ribando Seelke. 
39 U.S. Department of State and Government of Mexico, “Joint Statement on the Mérida Initiative,” October 22, 2007. 
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Table 2. FY2008–FY2012 Mérida Funding for Mexico by Aid Account and Appropriations Measure 
($ in millions) 

Account 
FY2008 Supp. 
(P.L. 110-252) 

FY2009 
Bridge (P.L. 

110-252) 
FY2009 (P.L. 

111-8) 
FY2009 Supp. 
(P.L. 111-32) 

FY2010 (P.L. 
111-117) 

FY2010 Supp. 
(P.L. 111-212) 

Account 
Totals 

FY2011 
Request 

FY2012 
Request 

ESF 20.0 0.0 15.0 0.0 15.0a 0.0 50.0 10.0 33.3 

INCLE 215.5 48.0 246.0 160.0 190.0 175.0 1,034.5 292.0 248.5 

FMF 116.5 0.0 39.0 260.0 5.3 0.0 420.8 8.0 Not applicableb 

Total 352.0 48.0 300.0 420.0 210.3 175.0 1,505.3 310.0 289.8 

Sources: U.S. Department of State, FY2008 Supplemental Appropriations Spending Plan, FY2009 Appropriations Spending Plan, FY2009 Supplemental Spending Plan, FY2010 
Spending Plan, and FY2010 Supplemental Spending Plan. U.S. Department of State, Congressional Budget Justification for Foreign Operations FY2011; U.S. Department of State, 
Executive Budget Summary: Function 150 & Other International Programs FY2012. 

Notes: ESF=Economic Support Fund; FMF=Foreign Military Financing; INCLE=International Narcotics Control and Law Enforcement. 

a. $6 million was later reprogrammed for global climate change efforts by the State Department. 

b. Beginning in the FY2012 request, FMF assistance is not included as part of the Mérida Initiative.  
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Funding the Mérida Initiative 

To date, Congress has appropriated a total of $1.5 billion for Mexico under the Mérida Initiative. 
Legislative action on Mérida appropriations has included the following: 

• In June 2008, the 110th Congress appropriated $352 million in FY2008 
supplemental assistance and $48 million in FY2009 bridge fund supplemental 
assistance for Mexico in P.L. 110-252, the FY2008 Supplemental Appropriations 
Act. Congress divided the funding for Mexico in P.L. 110-252 between the 
INCLE, FMF, and ESF accounts. Congress limited the amount of FMF and 
INCLE available to provide equipment to the Mexican military and made 15% of 
FMF and IMET contingent on meeting certain human rights conditions.40 
Congress also earmarked $73.5 million for judicial reform, institution building, 
rule of law, and anti-corruption activities.  

• In March 2009, the 111th Congress passed the Omnibus Appropriations Act, (P.L. 
111-8) providing $300 million for Mexico within the INCLE, ESF, and FMF 
accounts with not less than $75 million for judicial reform, institution building, 
anti-corruption, and rule of law activities. The measure contained human rights 
conditions similar to those set forth in P.L. 110-252.41 

• In June 2009, the 111th Congress passed the FY2009 Supplemental 
Appropriations Act, P.L. 111-32, which included $160 million in INCLE 
assistance and $260 million in FMF for Mexico, $354 million more than the 
Administration’s request. The same human rights conditions as in P.L. 111-8 
applied to INCLE funds provided in P.L. 111-32, but not to the FMF funds. 

• In December 2009, Congress passed the FY2010 Consolidated Appropriations 
Act (P.L. 111-117), which included $210.3 million for Mexico in the INCLE, 
ESF, and FMF accounts subject to the same human rights conditions as P.L. 111-
8. Congress provided less funding for Mérida-related programs in Mexico than 
the Administration’s FY2010 request, but had appropriated significantly more for 
Mexico than requested in the FY2009 supplemental measure. Congressional 
appropriators considered $254 million of the funds provided in P.L. 111-32 as 
intended to address in advance a portion of the FY2010 request.  

• In July 2010, Congress passed the FY2010 Supplemental Appropriations Act 
(P.L. 111-212), which contained $175 million in INCLE assistance for Mexico 

                                                             
40 Human rights conditions for Mexico in P.L. 110-252 include (1) improving transparency and accountability of 
federal police forces; (2) establishing a mechanism to conduct regular consultations among relevant Mexican 
government authorities, Mexican human rights organizations, and other relevant Mexican civil society organizations, to 
make consultations concerning implementation of the Mérida Initiative in accordance with Mexican and international 
law; (3) ensuring that civilian prosecutors and judicial authorities are investigating and prosecuting, in accordance with 
Mexican and international law, members of the federal police and military forces who have been credibly alleged to 
have committed violations of human rights, and the federal police and military forces are fully cooperating with the 
investigations; and (4) enforcing the prohibition, in accordance with Mexican and international law, on the use of 
testimony obtained through torture or other ill-treatment. 
41 P.L. 111-8 also has a provision requiring that prior to the procurement or lease of aircraft, that the Director of the 
Defense Security Cooperation Agency, in consultation with the Secretary of State, shall submit to the Committees on 
Appropriations an analysis of alternatives for the acquisition of all aircraft for the Merida Initiative. 
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for “judicial reform, institution building, anti-corruption, and rule of law 
activities” subject to the same human rights conditions as in P.L. 111-8.  

Status of Human Rights Conditions on Mérida Initiative Assistance 

The August 2009 submission of the State Department’s human rights progress report for Mexico 
met the statutory requirement for the release of the FY2008 supplemental and FY2009 regular 
FMF and IMET funds that had been on hold. Those funds totaled roughly $88.5 million. Another 
progress report submitted to congressional appropriators in September 2010 met the statutory 
requirements for $36 million in FY2009 supplemental and FY2010 omnibus that had been on 
hold to be released. Even though it was not statutorily required to do so, the State Department 
held back $26 million in FY2010 supplemental funding pending further human rights progress on 
the part of the Mexican government (see “Compliance with Human Rights Conditions in the 
Mérida Initiative”).  

Status of Implementation 

After initial implementation delays, which have been detailed in a series of reports by the 
Government Accountability Office (GAO),42 the pace of Mérida Initiative deliveries (measured in 
equipment deliveries and capacity-building events) has quickened. As of December 31, 2010, a 
total of $276.7 million worth of equipment had been delivered and $85.1 million worth of 
training had been provided to Mexico.43 The equipment that has been provided thus far has 
included seven Bell helicopters worth $88 million for the Mexican Army and three UH-60 
helicopters worth $76.5 million for the Federal Police. Among Mérida-funded training programs, 
police professionalization programs appear to have advanced the furthest, with more than 6,700 
Mexican federal police officers having completed U.S.-funded courses. U.S. support for judicial 
sector training has been slower to get off the ground. By late 2010, however, more than 3,000 
prosecutors and justice sector personnel had received U.S. training. Another $500 million worth 
of equipment and training are to be provided in 2011.44 

New Mérida Initiative Strategy45 

Even though the implementation of Mérida-funded programs is likely to continue for several 
more years, budgetary support for the Initiative as it was originally conceived ended with the 
FY2010 budget cycle. As a result, the Obama Administration and the Mexican government have 
agreed to a new strategic framework for security cooperation. The four pillars of the new strategy 
are outlined in the FY2011 budget request and include (1) disrupting organized criminal groups; 
(2) institutionalizing the rule of law; (3) building a 21st century border; and (4) building strong 
and resilient communities. In terms of funding priorities, the Administration plans to move away 
                                                             
42 GAO, Status of Funds for the Mérida Initiative, 10-253R, December 3, 2009, 
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d10253r.pdf; GAO, Mérida Initiative: The United States has Provided 
Counternarcotics and Anticrime Support but Needs Better Performance Measures, 10-837R, July 21, 2010, 
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d10837.pdf. 
43 U.S. Department of State, “Mérida Initiative—Significant Activities,” December 31, 2010; Phone interview with 
State Department official, January 31, 2011. 
44 U.S. Department of State, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton, “Remarks with Mexican Foreign Secretary 
Patricia Espinosa,” January 24, 2011. 
45 CRS Report R41349, U.S.-Mexican Security Cooperation: the Mérida Initiative and Beyond . 
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from providing equipment to Mexican security forces to supporting institutional reform programs 
in Mexico with training and technical assistance. It intends to provide assistance to one or two 
border cities as U.S. assistance is expanded from the federal to the state and local levels. The 
FY2011 request included at least $310 million for these programs: $292 million in International 
Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INCLE), $8 million in Foreign Military Financing (FMF), and 
$10 million in Economic Support Funds (ESF).  

Congress is still in the process of considering the FY2011 request, but, as previously noted, the 
FY2010 Supplemental Appropriations Act (P.L. 111-212) included $175 million funds for judicial 
reform in Mexico. It remains to be seen whether those funds, which were appropriated under the 
INCLE account, are considered by appropriators as “forward funding” intended to address in 
advance a portion of the FY2011 request. If that were the case, it may explain why the Senate 
Appropriations Committee’s version of the FY2011 Department of State, Foreign Operations, and 
Related Programs Appropriations Act (S. 3676) would have provided only $120 million in 
assistance for Mexico: $85 million in INCLE, $25 million in Development Assistance (DA), and 
$10 million in ESF.  

Department of Defense Assistance to Mexico 

Apart from the Mérida Initiative, DOD has its own legislative authorities to provide certain 
counterdrug assistance. DOD programs in Mexico are overseen by the U.S. Northern Command 
(NORTHCOM), which is located on Peterson Air Force Base in Colorado. DOD can provide 
counterdrug assistance under certain circumstances outlined in Sec. 1004 of P.L. 101-510 as 
amended through FY2011, and can provide additional assistance to 22 countries as provided for 
in Sec. 1033 of P.L. 105-85 as amended through FY2011. DOD counternarcotics support to 
Mexico totaled roughly $12.1 million in FY2008, $34.2 million in FY2009, and $86.1 million in 
FY2010.46 DOD is developing a plan to use some $50 million in FY2011 per Sec.1033 of P.L. 
105-85 funds to improve security along the Mexico-Guatemala-Belize border. Total DOD support 
to Mexico in FY2011 may exceed $69.6 million.47 

Related Southwest Border Initiatives and FY2010 Supplemental 
Appropriations for Border Security48 

In March 2009, Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano announced a set of Southwest 
border initiatives aimed at (1) guarding against violent crime spillover into the United States; (2) 

                                                             
46 DOD response to CRS request, September 9, 2010. This data reflects non-budget quality estimates of DOD 
counternarcotics support provided or efforts in these nations/regions; DOD does not budget counternarcotics programs 
by regions/countries, but by program. These figures reflect both “direct” support to those countries (e.g., training, 
equipment, information sharing, infrastructure and other categories) and “indirect” support via DOD and other U.S. 
Government counterdrug operations with regard to those countries (e.g., transportation, communications, intelligence 
analysis, radar, air and maritime patrol, liaison personnel, and other categories). The FY2010 total likely includes $50 
million in funding for counternarcotics communication equipment for Mexico that was included in the FY2010 
Department of Defense Appropriations Act (P.L. 111-118). 
47 DOD response to CRS request, September 9, 2010. 
48 For information on U.S. efforts to combat flows of drugs, weapons, and money into Mexico, see the Appendix of 
CRS Report R41075, Southwest Border Violence: Issues in Identifying and Measuring Spillover Violence. For recent 
funding information, see the Appendix of CRS Report R41189, Homeland Security Department: FY2011 
Appropriations, coordinated by Jennifer E. Lake. 
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supporting Mexico’s crackdown campaign against drug cartels in Mexico; and (3) reducing the 
movement of contraband in both directions across the border.49  

Components of the Department of Homeland Security are providing significant assistance to 
advance those aims. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) has created eleven Border 
Enforcement Security Task Forces (BESTs) since 2006, including 10 on the Southwest border and 
1 in Mexico City. The task forces serve as platforms for cooperation among local, state, and 
federal agencies as well as a point of cooperation with Mexico’s Secretary of Public Security 
(SSP). ICE has also coordinated the establishment of Special Investigative Units in Mexico that 
work with ICE special agents on criminal investigations and prosecutions in such areas as money 
laundering, human trafficking, and alien smuggling. DHS components such as ICE, Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP), and the U.S. Coast Guard have long-standing relationships with their 
Mexican counterparts to jointly disrupt the activities of drug trafficking organizations.  

In March 2009, the Department of Justice (DOJ) announced increased efforts to combat Mexican 
drug cartels in the United States and to help Mexican law enforcement battle the cartels in their 
own country. Department of Justice components involved in the increased efforts include the FBI; 
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA); Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives 
(ATF); U.S. Marshals Service (USM); the department’s Criminal Division; and the Office of 
Justice Programs. In October, 2009, agents from several U.S. federal agencies, as well as state 
and local police, engaged in a joint operation in 38 U.S. cities against La Familia Michoacana. 
The raid resulted in 300 arrests. On June 10, 2010, Attorney General Eric Holder announced that 
2,200 individuals had been arrested in the United States as a result of a 22-month multiagency 
operation against Mexican DTOs known as “Project Deliverance.” 

Pursuant to the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin Designation Act (Kingpin Act), the U.S. Department 
of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control targets and blocks financial assets, subject to 
U.S. jurisdiction, of drug kingpins and related associates and entities. Since October 2009, the 
U.S. Treasury Department has designated hundreds of individuals and entities as tied to the illicit 
activities of the Arellano Felix Organization, the Beltran Leyva Organization, the Sinaloa Cartel, 
and La Familia Michoacana.  

On August 12, 2010, President Obama signed legislation (P.L. 111-230) that provided $600 
million in supplemental funding to strengthen U.S. border security efforts. With that funding, 
DHS is hiring 1,000 Border Patrol Agents, 250 ICE agents focused on transnational crime, and 
250 CBP officers. DHS is also creating two new forward operating locations to coordinate border 
security efforts and expanding the number of unmanned aircraft systems monitoring the border. 
The supplemental funds may also enable the U.S. government to provide increased technical 
assistance and training for Mexican law enforcement.50 

Money Laundering and Bulk Cash Smuggling 

It is estimated that between $19 billion and $29 billion in illicit proceeds flow from the United 
States to organized criminal groups in Mexico each year.51 Much of this money is generated from 
                                                             
49 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, “Press Release: Secretary Napolitano Announces Major Southwest Border 
Security Initiative,” March 24, 2009. 
50 DHS, "Remarks by Secretary Napolitano at the Border Security Conference," press release, August 11, 2009. 
51 DHS, United States-Mexico Bi-National Criminal Proceeds Study, June 2010. 



Mexico-U.S. Relations: Issues for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service 18 

the illegal sale of drugs in the United States and is laundered to Mexico through bulk cash 
smuggling (the most common method), the Black Market Peso Exchange, or placement in 
financial institutions, cash-intensive front businesses, prepaid stored value cards, or money 
services businesses. The proceeds may then be used by DTOs and other criminal groups to 
acquire weapons in the United States and to corrupt law enforcement and other public officials. 

Several federal agencies record information on bulk cash smuggling, including the Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) through the El Paso Intelligence Center's National Seizure 
System, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) through its Bulk Cash Smuggling Center, 
and the Department of the Treasury through the Treasury Enforcement Communications System 
database. Because each of these databases is distinct from the others, the Office of National Drug 
Control Policy (ONDCP) has recommended that increased information sharing between federal—
as well as between federal, state, and local law enforcement—could aid in investigations of DTOs 
involved in bulk cash smuggling.52  

In 2005, ICE and U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) launched a program known as 
"Operation Firewall," which increased operations against bulk cash smuggling in the U.S.-
Mexico border region. Since 2005, Operation Firewall has resulted in 679 arrests and 3,946 
seizures totaling more than $302 million.53 U.S. efforts against money laundering and bulk cash 
smuggling are increasingly moving beyond the federal level as well, as experts have 
recommended.54 In December 2009, for example, ICE opened a bulk cash smuggling center to 
assist U.S. federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies track and disrupt illicit funding 
flows. Still, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) has identified several ways in which 
CBP outbound inspections and other U.S. efforts against bulk cash smuggling, particularly those 
aimed at combating the use of stored value cards, might be improved.55 

The United States and Mexico have also created a Bilateral Money Laundering Working Group to 
coordinate the investigation and prosecution of money laundering and bulk cash smuggling.  

Weapons Trafficking56 

Mexican DTOs have reportedly used “military-style” firearms, including assault weapons. While 
a significant number of firearms seized by Mexican authorities, some arguably based on 
“military” designs, have been traced back to the United States in the past few years, only a 
handful of those firearms have been traced back to U.S. military inventories. Mexican DTOs 
often obtain their weapons through “straw purchases,” whereby people who are legally qualified 
to buy the weapons from licensed gun dealers or at gun shows in U.S. border states sell them to 
smugglers who take them across the border. Illicit firearms are used in conflicts between rival 
DTOs as well as between the DTOs and the Mexican government, military, and police. 

                                                             
52 Office of National Drug Control Strategy, National Southwest Border Counternarcotics Strategy, June 2009, p. 25. 
53 Email from DHS official, February 7, 2011. 
54 Douglas Farah, Money Laundering and Bulk Cash Smuggling: Challenges for the Merida Initiative, Woodrow 
Wilson International Center for Scholars, Working Paper Series on U.S.-Mexico Security Cooperation, May 2010. 
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56 For more information, see CRS Report R40733, Gun Trafficking and the Southwest Border, by Vivian S. Chu and 
William J. Krouse. 
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The United States has taken various measures to reduce the illegal flow of weapons into Mexico. 
One such initiative is Project Gunrunner,57 led by the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and 
Explosives (ATF). It aims to disrupt the illegal flow of guns from the United States to Mexico, 
enhance U.S. and Mexican law enforcement coordination, and train U.S. and Mexican law 
enforcement officials to identify firearms traffickers. As of March 2010, Project Gunrunner had 
led to the arrest of 1,397 defendants—850 of which had been convicted—and the seizure of over 
6,688 
firearms.58http://www.crs.gov/pages/Reports.aspx?PRODCODE=R41349&Source=search 
- fn149 Project Gunrunner has recently been criticized, in part, for not systematically and 
consistently sharing information with Mexican and U.S. partners as well as for focusing 
investigations on gun dealers and straw purchasers over high-level traffickers.59 In September, 
2010, ATF released a new strategy, "Project Gunrunner—A Cartel Focused Strategy," that 
reportedly addresses these issues.60 In addition, on December 17, 2010, the Department of Justice 
and ATF published a “60-day emergency notice of information collection” in the Federal 
Register,61 requesting that the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) review and clear a 
proposed multiple rifle sales reporting requirement by January 5, 2011.62 However, this review is 
still under way and, to date, ATF has not received OMB clearance to implement this reporting 
requirement.63 

ATF also maintains a foreign attaché in Mexico City to administer an Electronic Trace 
Submission System (ETSS), also known as the eTrace program, for Mexican law enforcement 
authorities. By late 2009, ATF had deployed eTrace technology to an additional nine U.S. 
consulates in Mexico. From calendar years 2007-2009, ATF traced more than 69,800 firearms for 
Mexican authorities, the majority of which appear to have a nexus to the United States.64  

Human Smuggling  

CBP and the Mexican government have partnered through the Operation Against Smuggling 
Initiative on Safety and Security (OASISS), a bi-lateral program aimed at enhancing both 

                                                             
57 For more information on Project Gunrunner, see CRS Report R41206, The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms 
and Explosives (ATF): Budget and Operations for FY2011, by William J. Krouse. 
58 Statement of Kenneth E. Melson, Deputy Director, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, before the 
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60 Ibid., p. ix. 
61 Department of Justice, Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, "60-Day Emergency Notice of 
Information Collection Under Review: Report of Multiple Sale or Other Disposition of Certain Rifles," 76 Federal 
Register 79021, December 17, 2010. 
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63 James V. Grimaldi, “White House Delays Gun Reporting Requirement Along Mexican Border,” Washington Post, 
February 4, 2011. 
64 Data is from ATF's Violent Crime Analysis Branch (VCAB), which is housed in its National Tracing Center. 
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countries’ abilities to prosecute alien smugglers and human traffickers along the Southwest 
border. Through OASISS, the Mexican government is able to prosecute alien smugglers 
apprehended in the United States. From the time of its inception in 2005 through the end of 
FY2009, OASISS generated 1,579 cases.65 This program is supported by the Border Patrol 
International Liaison Unit, which is responsible for establishing and maintaining working 
relationships with foreign counterparts in order to enhance border security. 

Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 

Mexico is a significant source, transit, and destination country for people trafficked for forced 
labor or sexual exploitation. According to the Mexican government, some 20,000 children are 
trafficked within the country each year for sexual exploitation. Mexico is also a transit country for 
Central American TIP victims, among them, an increasing number of child victims. In the State 
Department’s Trafficking in Persons (TIP) report, June 2010, Mexico was listed as a Tier 2 
country that has taken steps to implement a federal anti-trafficking law passed in late 2007.66 
Mexico recently opened its first shelter specifically designated for trafficking victims, and 
recorded its first TIP convictions in early December 2009 in a case involving five individuals 
from Tlaxcala, Mexico, accused of trafficking for sexual exploitation.  

Human Rights Issues 
According to the State Department’s human rights report covering 2009, the Mexican government 
generally respected human rights at the national level, but serious problems remained.67 These 
included unlawful killing by security forces; kidnappings; physical abuse; poor and overcrowded 
prison conditions; arbitrary arrests and detention; corruption, inefficiency and lack of 
transparency that engendered impunity in the judicial system; confessions coerced through 
torture; and threats against journalists leading to self-censorship. In 2009, 12 Mexican journalists 
died and 1 disappeared. Societal problems highlighted in the report included domestic violence; 
trafficking in persons; social and economic discrimination against some members of the 
indigenous population; and child labor. The report also mentions a report by Mexico’s National 
Human Rights Commission (CNDH), which found that between September 2008 and February 
2009, close to 10,000 unauthorized migrants were kidnapped while attempting to transit Mexico 
and cross the U.S.-Mexico border.68  

                                                             
65 Data provided to CRS by DHS Congressional Affairs. 
66 Since 2001, the U.S. State Department has evaluated foreign governments’ efforts to combat trafficking in persons in 
its annual Trafficking in Persons (TIP) reports, which are issued each June. Countries are grouped into four categories 
according to the U.S. assessment of efforts they are making to combat trafficking. Tier 1 is made up of countries 
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Act of 2000 (P.L. 106-386) as amended. Tier 2 is composed of governments not fully complying with those standards 
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significant efforts to do so. Tier 3 countries have been made subject to U.S. sanctions since 2003. 
67 U.S. Department of State, 2009 Human Rights Report: Mexico, March 2010. 
68 Mexico’s National Human Rights Commission (CNDH), Informe Especial Sobre los Casos de Secuestro en Contra 
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The State Department report maintained that neither the government nor its forces committed any 
politically motivated killings, but that there were reports that security forces killed several people 
during the year, including youth. The report asserted that the number of allegations of human 
rights violations committed by military and police forces engaged in counterdrug efforts brought 
before Mexico’s CNDH increased as compared to 2008. Corruption was reported to be a major 
problem, particularly at the state and local level, with police involved in kidnapping, extortion, or 
providing protection for organized crime and drug traffickers. Impunity was pervasive, according 
to the report, and was a reason that many victims were reluctant to file complaints.  

The report provided an update on several pending human rights cases, including the 2006 San 
Salvador Atenco confrontation between street vendors and state and local police in the state of 
Mexico and the 2006 killing of Bradley Will, an American filmmaker who was shot while 
documenting civil unrest in Oaxaca. As of December 2009, none of the 2,500 police officers who 
had participated in the Atenco operation, which resulted in two deaths and the alleged rape of 47 
women by police, had been convicted of any crime. In the Brad Will case, Juan Manuel Martínez 
Moreno, an antigovernment protestor who was arrested in October 2008 for the crime, remained 
in custody at year’s end as the Mexican Attorney General’s Office planned to appeal a federal 
judge’s ruling that the government lacked sufficient evidence to convict him. Mr. Martínez 
Moreno was subsequently released in February 2010. 

Compliance with Human Rights Conditions in the Mérida Initiative  

Human rights organizations generally lauded the inclusion of human rights conditions in Mérida 
Initiative appropriations legislation. More recently, however, there have been concerns that 
Mexico has not been fulfilling the conditions set forth in the legislation. In particular, Mexican 
and international human rights groups have criticized the Mexican government for failing to hold 
military and police officials accountable for past abuses.69 On July 13, 2009, Human Rights 
Watch issued a statement asserting that “Mexican military courts ... have not convicted a single 
member of the military accused of committing a serious human rights violation.”70 The Mexican 
army has since created a unit to handle citizen complaints about human rights abuses and 
announced that, as of late July 2010, a chief, an officer, and five soldiers have been convicted of 
abuse in military courts.71 

On August 13, 2009, the State Department submitted a human rights progress report for Mexico 
to Congress, thereby meeting the statutory requirements for FY2008 supplemental and FY2009 
regular funds that had been on hold to be released. While acknowledging that serious problems 
remain, the report outlined steps that the Mexican government has made to improve police 
transparency and accountability, consult with Mexican human rights organizations and civil 
society on the Mérida Initiative, investigate and prosecute allegations of human rights abuses by 
security forces, and prohibit the use of torture.72 Human rights groups criticized the State 
Department report, and the release of Mérida funds that were on hold. They urged the State 

                                                             
69 See, for example, Human Rights Watch, Uniform Impunity, Mexico’s Misuse of Military Justice to Prosecute Abuses 
in Counternarcotics and Public Security Operations, April 2009, available at http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2009/04/29/
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72 U.S. Department of State, “Mexico- Merida Initiative Report,” August 2009. 
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Department not to issue another favorable human rights progress report to Congress until 
measurable improvements have been made.73 

On September 2, 2010, the State Department submitted a second human rights progress report on 
Mexico to Congress.74 According to that report, the Mexican government had demonstrated 
enough progress since the August 2009 report was issued to enable $36 million in FY2009 and 
FY2010 regular funds that had been on hold to be released. The report credited the Calderón 
government with initiating legislation to strengthen the authority of the CNDH, carrying out 
human rights training for military and police officials, and formalizing a bilateral dialogue on 
human rights issues with the United States. It said that further progress had to be made in the 
areas of transparency and impunity, however, in order for roughly $26 million in FY2010 
supplemental funds that are on hold to be released. The State Department specifically urged the 
Mexican Chamber of Deputies to approve human rights legislation that had passed the Senate in 
April 2010 and the Calderón government to submit legislation that would reform the Military 
Justice Code to have military officials accused of human rights crimes against civilians tried in 
civilian courts. In October 2010, President Calderón submitted legislation to the Mexican 
Congress that would establish civilian jurisdiction in cases where soldiers are accused of forced 
disappearance, rape, and torture. Both the aforementioned human rights legislation and 
Calderón’s proposed reform of the Military Justice Code are still being debated. 

Accountability for Abuses Committed During the “Dirty War” Period 

During his administration, President Fox pledged to investigate and prosecute those responsible 
for past human rights violations, including the “Dirty War” period from the 1960s to 1980s. The 
CNDH presented a report to President Fox in November 2001 that documented human rights 
abuses and disappearances of persons in the 1970s and early 1980s, and President Fox named 
legal scholar Ignacio Carrillo in January 2002 as a Special Prosecutor to investigate these and 
other cases. In November 2006, Ignacio Carrillo presented his final report on the repressive era 
from the late 1960s to 1982. The report found that the repression was a matter of state policy and 
led to the summary execution of over 700 Mexicans, torture, and the razing of villages. 

The report was praised by some as an acknowledgment of state responsibility. Others remain 
critical since no one has been convicted of charges relating to these alleged crimes. Only one of 
the three presidents from this period, Luis Echeverria (1970-1976), is still alive. President 
Echeverria faced genocide charges for his role in the repression of a 1968 student protest that left 
dozens dead when he was interior minister. Echeverria tried to evade prosecution by claiming the 
30-year statute of limitations had expired. A judge rejected this argument and reinstated the arrest 
order in November 2006 after he determined that the statute of limitations did not go into effect 
until Echeverria left public office in December 1976. In July 2007, the Criminal Tribunal 
absolved Echeverria of any responsibility for the 1968 killings. This ruling was upheld by a 
Mexican federal court in March 2009, and was criticized by human rights organizations. Amnesty 
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International maintains that the Mexican government is effectively condoning the abuses of the 
past by not effectively prosecuting past human rights cases.75 

Migration  

Trends in Mexican Immigration to the United States76 

Mexico is the leading country of origin of the legal permanent residents (LPR) population and 
unauthorized migrant population in the United States. According to the Department of Homeland 
Security Office of Immigration Statistics (OIS), Mexico was the leading country of origin of legal 
permanent residents (LPRs) in 2009. While the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) sets a 
ceiling on immigration from any one country at 7%, many Mexicans are exempt from the 
statutory numerical limits as immediate relatives of U.S. citizens. For example, 58% of Mexicans 
who became LPRs in FY2009 did so as immediate relatives of U.S. citizens. Only 5% of 
Mexicans who became LPRs in FY2009 were employment-based immigrants.77 An estimated 3.4 
million or 26.9% of LPRs living in the United States in 2008 had emigrated from Mexico.78 
Mexicans made up 62% of the unauthorized aliens living in the United States in 2009 according 
to estimates based upon the American Community Survey (ACS) of the U.S. Census Bureau. OIS 
demographers estimated from the ACS that there were 6.7 million Mexican nationals among the 
estimated 10.8 million unauthorized resident population in 2009.79  

According to a 2009 report by the Pew Hispanic Center, migration from Mexico to the United 
States has declined sharply since mid-decade, but there is no evidence of an increase in the 
number of Mexican-born migrants returning home during this period. This analysis drew on data 
from Mexico’s National Survey of Employment and Occupation as well as the U.S. Current 
Population Survey. The authors concluded: “It remains to be seen whether either trend points to a 
fundamental change in U.S.-Mexico immigration patterns or is a short-term response to 
heightened border enforcement, the weakened U.S. economy, or other forces.”80 

Mexico’s Immigration Policies 

The Mexican government has actively promoted migrants’ rights internationally and the rights of 
Mexican migrants in the United States, but has been criticized by human rights organizations for 
failing to adequately protect migrants from other countries who transit its territory. In February 
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2006, the Mexican Congress approved a concurrent resolution on migration and border security 
calling for the development of a guest worker program in the United States under the principle of 
shared responsibility. The resolution commits Mexico to enforcing legal emigration “if a guest 
country offers a sufficient number of appropriate visas.”81 In the resolution, Mexico also accepts 
the need to revisit its migration policies to consider enforcement along its northern and southern 
borders, enforcement of Mexican immigration laws that respect the human rights of migrants, and 
the need to combat human trafficking. The Mexican government further acknowledges that 
Mexican workers will continue to emigrate until there are more opportunities in Mexico. The 
February 2006 resolution remains the most detailed explanation to date of the major principles 
behind Mexico’s policy on immigration. President Calderón expressed similar sentiments on 
immigration during his address to a joint session of Congress in May 2010.  

Mexican officials regularly voice concern about alleged abuses suffered by Mexican workers in 
the United States, and for the loss of life and hardships suffered by Mexican migrants as they 
utilize increasingly dangerous routes to circumvent tighter border controls. The Mexican 
government has been particularly concerned since two Mexican youth were killed by U.S. border 
patrol agents within a 10-day span, including one youth shot on June 7, 2010, at the El Paso-
Ciudad Juárez border crossing.82 Despite these concerns, Mexico benefits from unauthorized 
migration to the United States in at least two ways: (1) it is a “safety valve” that dissipates the 
political discontent that could arise from higher unemployment in Mexico, and (2) it is a source 
of remittances sent by workers in the United States to families in Mexico.  

In addition to serving as a country of origin for immigrants to the United States, Mexico is also a 
transit and destination country for migrants, the vast majority of whom originate in Central 
America. Reliable estimates on the number of migrants transiting Mexico on an annual basis are 
not available, but Mexico’s National Migration Service has estimated that some 171,000 migrants 
transited the country in 2008 (the latest year available), down from roughly 450,000 in 2005.83 In 
2009, the Mexican government detained approximately 65,134 migrants, of whom some 60,143 
were voluntarily repatriated or deported.84  

Mexico’s immigration policy is generally reflected in the General Population Act and its 
Regulations.85 Under a 2008 legislative reform, violations of the immigration statute—such as 
entering the country illegally or overstaying one’s visa—are no longer criminal offenses 
punishable by imprisonment, but administrative offenses punishable by fines and voluntary 
repatriation or deportation. The Calderón government secured congressional approval of a law 
criminalizing human trafficking in 2007 and a measure stiffening penalties for alien smuggling in 
2010. An anti-kidnapping law is under consideration in the Mexican Congress. The Mexican 
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government has also improved conditions in some migration detention centers and reduced the 
time migrants spend in those centers prior to being repatriated or deported.86 In 2009, 
government-sponsored “Beta Groups” rescued 3,753 migrants in distress, some of whom were 
U.S.-bound Mexicans, and others of whom were migrants from other countries.87  

Despite these measures, Mexican and international NGOs have continued to document abuses 
against migrants in Mexico, which often have included intimidation, physical attacks, sexual 
violence, and kidnapping. As previously stated, Mexico’s CNDH found that between September 
2008 and February 2009, close to 10,000 unauthorized migrants were kidnapped while attempting 
to transit Mexico and cross the U.S.-Mexico border.88 An increasing percentage of abuses, the 
most violent case of which resulted in the mass murder of 72 U.S.-bound migrants in Tamaulipas, 
have been perpetrated by criminal gangs and drug traffickers, sometimes with assistance from 
public officials.89 Amnesty International and other human rights organizations have urged the 
Mexican government to develop an action plan to prevent, punish, and remedy abuses of migrants 
in Mexico. On August 31, 2010, the Mexican government presented a new strategy to prevent and 
combat the kidnapping of migrants. The strategy aims to (1) target the criminal groups that carry 
out such crimes; (2) harness the efforts of all branches of government to treat victims and punish 
perpetrators; (3) work with countries of origin and destination to find solutions; and, (4) support 
the efforts of civil society and human rights commissions to protect migrants. 

Efforts to Enact Comprehensive Immigration Reform in the United States 

Comprehensive immigration reform was debated in the 109th and 110th Congresses, but no 
comprehensive legislation was enacted.90 The Speaker of the House and the Senate majority 
leader pledged to take up immigration reform legislation in the 111th Congress. In the past, 
comprehensive bills addressed border security, enforcement of immigration laws within the 
United States (interior enforcement), employment eligibility verification, temporary worker 
programs, permanent admissions and, most controversially, unauthorized aliens in the United 
States. Although the 111th Congress did not take up a comprehensive reform bill, it did consider a 
narrower DREAM Act bill to legalize the status of certain unauthorized alien students. On 
December 8, 2010, the House approved a version of the DREAM Act as an amendment to an 
unrelated bill, the Removal Clarification Act of 2010 (H.R. 5281) on a vote of 216 to 198. Ten 
days later, a cloture motion in the Senate to agree to the House DREAM Act amendment failed on 
a 55-41 vote.91 
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Reactions to Arizona’s S.B. 107092 

On April 23, 2010, Arizona enacted S.B. 1070, which is designed to discourage and deter the 
entry to or presence of aliens in Arizona who lack lawful status under federal immigration law. 
Potentially sweeping in effect, the measure requires state and local law enforcement officials to 
facilitate the detection of unauthorized immigrants in their daily enforcement activities. The 
measure also establishes criminal penalties under state law, in addition to those already imposed 
under federal law, for alien smuggling offenses and failure to carry or complete alien registration 
documents. Further, it makes it a crime under Arizona law for an unauthorized alien to apply for 
or perform work in the state, either as an employee or an independent contractor. 

The enactment of S.B. 1070 has sparked significant legal and policy debate. Supporters argue that 
federal enforcement of immigration law has not adequately deterred the migration of 
unauthorized aliens into Arizona, and that state action is both necessary and appropriate to 
combat the negative effects of unauthorized immigration.93 Opponents argue, among other things, 
that S.B. 1070 will be expensive and disruptive, will be susceptible to uneven application, and 
can undermine community policing by discouraging cooperation with state and local law 
enforcement. President Obama publically criticized S.B. 1070, stating that the law threatened “to 
undermine basic notions of fairness that we cherish as Americans, as well as the trust between 
police and our communities that is so crucial to keeping us safe.”94 In part to respond to these 
concerns, the Arizona State Legislature modified S.B. 1070 on April 30, 2010, through the 
approval of H.B. 2162. 

In the immediate aftermath of S.B. 1070’s enactment, Mexican President Felipe Calderón 
expressed his disapproval of the measure and stated that it “opens the door to intolerance and 
hatred.”95 On April 27, 2010, the government of Mexico issued travel warnings to Mexicans 
planning to travel to Arizona and stated that Arizona’s recent immigration changes show “an 
adverse political atmosphere for migrant communities and for all Mexican visitors.”96 On May 
20, 2010, President Calderón again criticized S.B.1070 during his address to a joint session of 
Congress by stating that it creates a dangerous precedent of “using racial profiling as a basis for 
law enforcement.” 

While President Obama has remained critical of S.B. 1070, he has also acknowledged the 
increasing frustration that some states and localities are feeling as a result of the federal 
government’s failure to tackle immigration reform. President Obama reiterated his support for 
comprehensive immigration reform effort during a joint press appearance with President 
Calderón on May 19, but also said that he lacked the votes in Congress to move a reform bill 
forward.97 Some analysts have interpreted President Obama’s decision to send 1,200 National 
Guard troops to the border and to request supplemental funds for border security as designed to 
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gain support for an immigration reform measure from Members of Congress whose top priority is 
border security.98  

On July 29, 2010, a federal judge blocked large parts of S.B. 1070, Arizona’s controversial new 
state law against illegal immigration, from taking effect pending the results of a U.S. Department 
of Justice lawsuit challenging its constitutionality. The state of Arizona recently filed a 
countersuit, citing the federal government’s failure to enforce immigration laws.  

Environmental Cooperation99 
The U.S.-Mexico border region has been the focal point of bilateral conservation and 
environmental efforts, and some argue that it is an appropriate place to intensify U.S.-Mexican 
environmental cooperation.100 The 2,000-mile border region includes large deserts, numerous 
mountain ranges, rivers, wetlands, large estuaries, and shared aquifers. According to the 
Environmental Protection Agency, border residents “suffer disproportionately from many 
environmental health problems, including water-borne diseases and respiratory problems.”101 The 
United States and Mexico have been working to address many of these issues through bilateral 
programs like Border 2012, which relies on local level input, decision-making, and project 
implementation to address environmental challenges, such as water scarcity. 

The United States and Mexico have also been collaborating on geothermal energy projects since 
the 1970s, but the possibility of expanding joint efforts to produce renewable energy sources has 
just recently returned to the bilateral agenda. On April 16, 2009, President Obama and Mexican 
President Calderón announced the Bilateral Framework on Clean Energy and Climate Change to 
jointly develop clean energy sources and encourage investment in climate-friendly technologies. 
Among others, its goals include enhancing renewable energy, further exploring the potential of 
carbon markets, and strengthening the reliability of cross-border electricity grids. On January 26, 
2010, the U.S. Department of State hosted the framework’s first bilateral meeting, which was 
attended by officials from an array of agency officials from both countries. Some maintain that 
efforts to advance progress under the bilateral framework may hasten now that Mexico has 
demonstrated a commitment to environmental issues by serving as host of the Sixteenth U.N. 
Climate Change Conference in Cancún in late 2010, while others are less certain.  

Many experts have emphasized the mutual benefits that could result for both countries should 
Mexico and the United States further integrate their renewable energy markets. With the U.S. 
demand for renewable energy increasing, Mexico could position itself to act as a reliable and 
somewhat low-cost supplier of wind energy coming from the states of Oaxaca and Baja 
California. Some also argue that renewable energy projects could promote development in 
Mexico. They maintain that several USAID-funded energy programs introduced in the 1990s 
provided new jobs and foreign investment in Mexico.102 For example, the Mexico Renewable 
Energy Program (MREP), which was created by USAID in 1994, sought to ensure long-term 
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partnerships with several U.S. and Mexican organizations. When the program was assessed in 
1998, it was noted that MREP helped to bring electricity to remote Mexican communities that 
were not connected to the cross-border electricity grid and significantly improved not only quality 
of life in the area but also the people’s ability to contribute to the local economy.103  

Trade Issues104 
Trade between Mexico and the United States has tripled since the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) between the United States, Mexico, and Canada entered into force in 
1994.105 The United States is Mexico’s most important customer by far, receiving about 80% of 
Mexico’s exports, including petroleum, automobiles, auto parts, and winter vegetables, and 
providing about 50% of Mexico’s imports. The United States is the source of over 60% of foreign 
investment in Mexico, and the primary source of important tourism earnings. Mexico is also the 
leading country in Latin America in terms of U.S. investment, with U.S. foreign direct investment 
flows into Mexico reaching $97.8 million in 2009.106 

While NAFTA has increased Mexican trade with the United States and contributed to rising 
foreign investment in the country, it has also increased Mexico’s dependence on the U.S. 
economy. In 2009, U.S. imports from Mexico decreased by 18.5% to $176.3 billion, while U.S. 
exports to Mexico decreased by 19.6% to $105.7 billion.107 According to Mexico’s Central Bank, 
remittances fell from $25.1 billion in FY2008 to $21.1 billion in 2009. As a result of these trends, 
coupled by declining tourism revenues, the Mexican economy contracted by almost 7% in 2009, 
the worst performance of any Latin American country. Some have attributed the severity of the 
crisis in Mexico to a lack of diversification in the country’s export markets.  

Functioning of NAFTA Institutions 

Several NAFTA institutions mandated by the agreements have been functioning since 1994. The 
tripartite Commission on Environmental Cooperation (CEC) was established in Montreal, 
Canada; and the Commission for Labor Cooperation (CLC) was established in Dallas, TX. In 
addition, the bilateral Border Environment Cooperation Commission (BECC), located in Ciudad 
Juárez, Mexico; and the North American Development Bank (NADBank), headquartered in San 
Antonio, TX, were created to promote and finance environment projects along the U.S.-Mexico 
border. Following up on a March 2002 agreement by Presidents Bush and Fox in Monterrey, 
Mexico, to broaden the mandate of the NADBank, Congress agreed in March 2004 to permit the 
NADBank to make grants and nonmarket rate loans for environmental infrastructure along the 
border. The NAFTA institutions have operated to encourage cooperation on trade, environmental 
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and labor issues, and to consider nongovernmental petitions under the labor and environmental 
side agreements. 

Trade Disputes 

Outstanding trade disputes between the countries include access for Mexican trucks to operate in 
the United States and access for Mexican tuna to the U.S. market. A long-standing dispute 
involving sugar and high fructose corn syrup was resolved in 2006.108  

Trucking109 

Since 1995, the implementation of NAFTA trucking provisions has been in dispute. In March 
2009, Congress included a provision in P.L. 111-8, the FY2009 Omnibus Appropriations Act, to 
terminate a pilot program that had allowed Mexican-registered trucks to operate beyond the 25-
mile border commercial zone inside the United States. This move prompted retaliation from 
Mexico, which argued that the U.S. action was protectionist. Mexico imposed tariffs on over 90 
U.S. agricultural and industrial products. The goods accounted for a value of $2.4 billion in U.S. 
exports to Mexico in 2007, and most now face Mexican import duties of between 10%-20% of 
their value, although in the case of fresh grapes, a 45% duty was imposed.110  

Obama Administration officials have repeatedly expressed confidence that a resolution to the 
current trucking dispute can be found that will satisfy congressional concerns about the safety of 
Mexican trucks, but still fulfill U.S. market access obligations under NAFTA. Transportation 
Secretary Ray LaHood submitted a set of principles on how to resolve the issue to the White 
House in May 2009. President Obama reiterated his commitment to resolving the issue to 
President Calderón at their August 9, 2009, meeting in Mexico, but did not present a proposal. 
The FY2010 Consolidated Appropriations Act (P.L. 111-117), signed into law on December 16, 
2009, did not include language that was in P.L. 111-8 prohibiting the Department of 
Transportation from funding a pilot project for Mexican-registered trucks to operate beyond the 
border commercial zone.  

In early May 2010, U.S. Trade Representative Ron Kirk reportedly said that the Obama 
Administration planned to present a proposal for resolving the trucking dispute during President 
Calderón’s May 19-20, 2010, state visit. U.S. officials did not unveil a proposal in time for 
Calderón’s visit, but did so on January 6, 2011. Negotiations with Mexico on the U.S. proposal 
commenced a few weeks after the proposal was announced.111 
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Tuna 

On tuna issues, the Clinton Administration lifted the embargo on Mexican tuna in April 2000 
under relaxed standards for a dolphin-safe label in accordance with internationally agreed 
procedures and U.S. legislation passed in 1997 that encouraged the unharmed release of dolphins 
from nets. However, a federal judge in San Francisco ruled that the standards of the law had not 
been met, and the Federal Appeals Court in San Francisco sustained the ruling in July 2001. 

Under the Bush Administration, the Commerce Department ruled on December 31, 2002, that the 
dolphin-safe label may be applied if qualified observers certify that no dolphins were killed or 
seriously injured in the netting process, but Earth Island Institute and other environmental groups 
filed suit to block the modification. On April 10, 2003, the U.S. District Court for the Northern 
District of California enjoined the Commerce Department from modifying the standards for the 
dolphin-safe label. On August 9, 2004, the federal district court ruled against the Bush 
Administration’s modification of the dolphin-safe standards, and reinstated the original standards 
in the 1990 Dolphin Protection Consumer Information Act. That decision was appealed to the 
U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, which ruled against the Administration in April 2007, 
finding that the Department of Commerce did not base its determination on scientific studies of 
the effects of Mexican tuna fishing on dolphins. 

In late October 2008, Mexico initiated World Trade Organization (WTO) dispute proceedings 
against the United States, maintaining that U.S. requirements for Mexican tuna exporters prevents 
them from using the U.S. “dolphin-safe” label for its products. In April 2009, the WTO agreed to 
set up a dispute panel to rule on Mexico’s complaint. In June 2010, the WTO panel charged with 
resolving the dispute put off making a decision in the case until February 2011, a deadline which 
is likely to be further extended until later this year. Separately, in September 2010, the U.S. 
government requested that a dispute resolution panel be convened under the auspices of the 
NAFTA agreement rather than through the WTO. It remains to be seen how that request will 
affect the ongoing WTO proceedings.112 

North American Cooperation on Security and Economic Issues 
In addition to the increased U.S.-Mexican bilateral cooperation that has occurred during the past 
two decades, trilateral cooperation between the United States, Mexico, and Canada has also 
increased, particularly since NAFTA took effect. During the second George W. Bush 
Administration, annual meetings between the North American leaders and their ministers took 
place within the framework of the Security and Prosperity Partnership (SPP) of North America, 
established in March of 2005.113 Through the SPP, which consisted of expanded cooperation and 
harmonization of policies, the three governments sought to advance the common security and 
prosperity of their countries. To make this partnership operational, the leaders established 
ministerial-led working groups to develop measurable and achievable goals in priority areas: 
competitiveness, smart and secure borders, energy security and environmental protection, food 
and product safety, and emergency response. Beginning in June 2005, the SPP working groups 
provided annual reports to the three North American leaders on their work and key 
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accomplishments, with the last SPP report submitted prior to the April 2008 North American 
Leaders’ Summit.  

Although President Obama and his counterparts in Mexico and Canada no longer refer to 
trilateral cooperation as occurring under the SPP initiative, North American cooperation continues 
to occur on a wide range of economic and security issues. As previously discussed, the most 
recent North American Leaders’ Summit took place in Guadalajara, Mexico, on August 9-10, 
2009. In addition to important discussions that occurred with respect to combating drug 
trafficking and preparing for the fall flu season, the leaders produced, among other things, a list of 
energy deliverables aimed at reducing carbon emissions in North America.114 The leaders also 
committed to meet again in Canada in 2011.  

Legislative Initiatives in the 112th Congress 
H.R. 29 (McIntyre). Introduced January 5, 2011; referred to Committee on Ways and Means. 
The bill would provide for the withdrawal of the United States from NAFTA.  

H.R. 77 (Jackson-Lee), Border Security, Cooperation, and Act Now Drug War Prevention 
Act of 2011. Introduced January 5, 2011; referred to Committees on Homeland Security and the 
Judiciary. The bill would authorize the Secretary of Homeland Security and the Attorney General 
to provide to a state on a U.S. border up to 500 additional U.S. Border Patrol agents, DEA agents, 
and ATF agents if the state's governor declares an international border security emergency and 
requests such agents. The bill would provide new equipment for the Border Patrol and establish 
an inter-agency task force to monitor and report to Congress and the President on the trade and 
sale of drugs, alcohol, tobacco, firearms, and explosives along U.S. borders.  

H.R. 152 (Poe), National Guard Border Enforcement Act. Introduced January 5, 2011; 
referred to Committee on Armed Services. The measure would direct the Secretary of Defense 
to deploy at least an additional 10,000 members of the National Guard along the U.S.-Mexico 
border until the Secretary of Homeland Security certifies that the federal government has 
achieved operational control of the border. 

S. 126 (Vitter). Introduced January 25, 2011; referred to Committees on Rule and Administration 
and Foreign Relations. The measure would reduce the amount of foreign assistance provided to 
Mexico by $1,000 for every illegal border crossings from Mexico into the United States that 
occurred the previous fiscal year. This reduction would not apply to INCLE, NADR, or IMET 
assistance. 
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Legislation in the 111th Congress 

Approved Measures 
P.L. 111-5 (H.R. 1), American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. Signed into law 
February 17, 2009, the measure provides $220 million for construction for the water quantity 
program of the International Boundary and Water Commission, United States and Mexico. The 
measure also provides $40 million in Department of Justice state and local law enforcement 
assistance for competitive grants to provide assistance and equipment along the southern border 
and in high-intensity drug trafficking areas to combat criminal narcotics activity, of which $10 
million is to be transferred to ATF for Project Gunrunner. 

P.L. 111-8 (H.R. 1105), Omnibus Appropriations Act, 2009. Signed into law March 11, 2009. 
In Division H, the measure appropriates $300 million for Mexico as a second installment under 
the Mérida Initiative. Human rights conditions similar to those included in the FY2008 
Supplemental Appropriations Act (P.L. 110-252) apply to 15% of the total funds provided, not 
including assistance for judicial reform, institution building, anti-corruption, and rule of law 
activities. In Division I, Section 136, the measure prohibits funds in the act from being used for a 
pilot program granting certain Mexican trucks access to U.S. highways beyond the commercial 
zone. In the joint explanatory statement for Division B, not less than $5 million is provided for 
Project Gunrunner and other firearms trafficking efforts targeting Mexico and the border region.  

P.L. 111-32 (H.R. 2346), Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2009. Signed into law June 24, 
2009, the measure appropriates $420 million in Mérida Initiative funding for Mexico: $160 
million in INCLE assistance and $260 million in FMF assistance. Of the $420 million in FY2009 
supplemental assistance to Mexico, 15% of the $160 million in INCLE assistance is subject to the 
same human rights conditions set forth in P.L. 111-8, section 7045(e) of Division H. However, the 
FMF funds appropriated are not subject to human rights conditions. According to the conference 
report (H.Rept. 111-151), the supplemental measure requires a report from the Secretary of State 
within 45 days of enactment of the measure detailing actions by the government of Mexico since 
June 30, 2008, to investigate and prosecute human rights violations by members of the Mexican 
federal police and military forces. The report also calls for a “thorough, independent, and credible 
investigation” of the murder of Bradley Will, an American journalist killed while covering a 
protest in Oaxaca in 2006. 

P.L. 111-84 (H.R. 2647), National Defense Authorization Act for FY2010. Signed into law 
October 28, 2009, the measure contains a provision that allows for the Department of Defense to 
continue providing support for counter-drug activities in Mexico. 

P.L. 111-117 (H.R. 3288), Consolidated Appropriations Act, FY2010, Signed into law 
December 16, 2009. In Division F, the measure appropriates up to $210.3 million in Mérida 
Initiative funding for Mexico: $190 million in INCLE assistance, $15 million in ESF, and $5.25 
million in FMF assistance. Human rights conditions apply to 15% of the total funds provided, not 
including assistance for judicial reform, institution building, anti-corruption, and rule of law 
activities. In the Joint Explanatory Statement to P.L. 111-117, the conferees direct the Secretary of 
State to submit a report to within 90 days of the enactment of the act addressing how prior Mérida 
funds have been used, progress to date, any planned adjustments in the uses of funds, and post-
Merida plans. Apart from the Mérida Initiative, the measure includes $10 million in DA 
assistance for Mexico. The measure does not include language prohibiting funds appropriated in 



Mexico-U.S. Relations: Issues for Congress 
 

Congressional Research Service 33 

the act from being used for a pilot program granting certain Mexican trucks access to U.S. 
highways beyond the commercial zone. 

P.L. 111-118 (H.R. 3326), Defense Appropriations Act, FY2010, Signed into law December 19, 
2009, the measure appropriates $50 million in funding for counternarcotics communication 
equipment for Mexico. 

P.L. 111-212 (H.R. 4899), Supplemental Appropriations Act, 2010. Signed into law July 29, 
2010, the measure includes $175 million in assistance for “judicial reform, institution building, 
anti-corruption, and rule of law activities” in Mexico (under the State Department’s INCLE 
account) and $5 million in funds for emergency diplomatic security support in Mexico (under the 
State DC&P account). The INCLE assistance provided is subject to the same human rights 
conditions as in P.L. 111-8. Funds will also not be made available until the State Department 
submits a multiyear, interagency strategy on how to address the causes of drug trafficking-related 
violence and crime in Latin America and the Caribbean to the Appropriations Committees. 

P.L. 111-230 (H.R. 6080). Signed into law August 12, 2010, the measure provides $600 million 
in supplemental funds for law enforcement efforts along the U.S.-Mexico border. That total 
includes $394 million for DHS: $244 million to hire new CBP officers and Border Patrol agents, 
$84 million to hire new ICE agents, $32 million for two unmanned aerial detection systems, $6 
million for bases for Border Patrol agents, $14 million for communications equipment, and $8 
million to train new law enforcement personnel. The supplemental funds also include $196 
million to support DOJ efforts on the Southwest border. Those funds will enable the creation of 
seven new ATF Gunrunner units and five FBI Hybrid Task Forces, as well as support additional 
DEA agents, federal attorneys, prosecutors, and immigration judges. The supplemental funds will 
also enable the U.S. government to provide increased technical assistance and training for 
Mexican law enforcement. 

P.L. 111-242 as amended ( H.R. 3081), Continuing Appropriations Act, 2011. Signed into law 
September 30, 2010, the measure, as amended, continues funding most programs, including 
assistance to Mexico, at the FY2010-enacted level through March 4, 2011. 

P.L. 111-376 (H.R. 6472), Anti-Border Corruption Act of 2010. Signed into law January 4, 
2011, the measure requires DHS to ensure that within two years of the enactment of the Act, all 
applicants for CBP positions receive polygraph examinations, and that within 180 days of the 
enactment of the Act, CBP begins periodic background reinvestigations of all of its law 
enforcement personnel.  

Additional Considered Measures  
H.R. 2410 (Berman) Foreign Relations Authorization Act, FY2010 and FY2011. Introduced 
May 14, 2009; House Committee on Foreign Affairs held markup and ordered the bill reported 
(H.Rept. 111-136). House approved June 22, 2009. Title IX, Subtitle A of the bill, as introduced, 
sought to enhance the Mérida Initiative, by, among other measures, designating a high-level 
coordinator within the Department of State to implement the program; adding Caribbean 
Community (CARICOM) countries to the Mérida Initiative; establishing and implementing a 
program to assess the effectiveness of assistance provided under the Mérida Initiative; and 
creating a reporting requirement regarding the programs and activities carried out under the 
Mérida Initiative. Title IX, Subtitle B of the bill would have required the President to establish an 
inter-agency task force on the prevention of illicit small arms trafficking in the Western 
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Hemisphere; increase penalties for illicit trafficking in small arms and light weapons; and express 
congressional support for the ratification by the United States of the Inter-American Convention 
Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives, and 
Other Related Materials (CIFTA). H.Amdt. 201 (Peters) to H.R. 2410, introduced and agreed to 
on June 10, 2009, would have required the Secretary of State to report to Congress on the flow of 
people, goods, and services across the borders shared by the United States, Canada, Mexico, 
Bermuda, and the Caribbean nations.  

H.R. 5281 (Johnson), Removal Clarification Act of 2010. Introduced May 5, 2010. House 
approved December 8, 2010. This measure contained language commonly referred to as 
“DREAM Act” language that would have enabled certain unauthorized alien students to legalize 
their status.115 

H.Res. 1032 (Chu). Introduced January 21, 2010; referred to Committee on Foreign Affairs. 
House approved March 9, 2010. The resolution expressed support for continued U.S. assistance 
to the Mexican government for fighting drug traffickers and curbing the violence they commit 
against Mexican and U.S. citizens. 

S. 3676 (Leahy), FY2011 Department of State, Foreign Operations, and Related Programs 
Appropriations Act. Introduced July 29, 2010; Senate Appropriations Committee ordered the 
bill reported (H.Rept. 111-237). The bill would have provided approximately $120 million in 
assistance for Mexico: $85 million in INCLE, $25 million in DA, and $10 million in ESF. 

S.Res. 535 (Dodd). Introduced May 19, 2010. Senate approved May 19, 2010. The resolution 
honored President of Mexico, Felipe Calderón Hinojosa, for his service to the people of Mexico, 
and welcomes him to the United States. 

 

Author Contact Information 
 
Clare Ribando Seelke 
Specialist in Latin American Affairs 
cseelke@crs.loc.gov, 7-5229 

  

   
 

Acknowledgments 
 Jessica Krowsoski, a CRS Research Associate, contributed to this report. 

 

                                                             
115 CRS Report RL33863, Unauthorized Alien Students: Issues and “DREAM Act” Legislation, by Andorra Bruno. 


