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Outline of Presentation
Is Strategic Partnership Possible between the US and Mexico?

Can the US and Mexico Build a Strategic Partnership
A few weeks ago, President Barack Obama visited Mexico to meet with President Felipe Calderón, capping an intense six weeks that saw three other cabinet secretaries visit Mexico to meet with their counterparts and at least nine hearings in the U.S. Congress explicitly on U.S.-Mexico relations.    No one predicted that the Obama administration would give such high-profile attention the relationship with Mexico three months ago when the new President took office.  Yet circumstances – mostly tied to drug trafficking organizations that operate in both countries – have conspired to force the relationship into the headlines and onto the front burner of politics in the United States.  

It is worth asking whether this level of attention will continue into the future or if this intense period is only a brief deviation from business as usual.  It is equally important to wonder whether this attention, which has been largely centered on joint efforts to deal with organized crime, might help focus attention on other areas of the relationship, including its economic dimensions and the dynamics of migration.  In other words, can we take advantage of a key moment, created by a common threat, to build a strategic agenda for cooperation on the range of issues that the United States and Mexico need to face together?

What an Epidemic Can Teach Us

The recent epidemic of H1N1 flu (swine flu) appears to have three political lessons for the bilateral relationship:
· The US and Mexico are deeply interconnected; the virus spread rapidly between the two countries (and to Canada) because of the everyday engagement that exists through political, economic, and family ties

· There is a surprising degree of operational capacity between the US and Mexican (and also Canadian) governments; they have protocols for epidemics, but more importantly, people in the various government agencies know each other in ways they didn’t a few years ago (and don’t with most other countries)

· There is a growing political maturity to respond to common threats (and perhaps opportunities) constructively: the US did not close its border (nor Canada), unlike several other countries, nor did Mexico go into fits of nationalism over whether they had a problem

This seems to augur well for the future of the relationship and suggest that a more strategic approach is possible – even the in process of emerging – but let’s take a step back and look at the dynamics of the relationship and what some of the areas where cooperation might be possible, before we venture a guess about what is likely.

Dynamics of the U.S.-Mexico Relationship
The U.S.-Mexico relationship always operates on two different levels.  On one level, the two countries are deeply interdependent, and the force of shared opportunities and challenges drive an ever increasing degree of engagement.  The two countries do more than 350 billion dollars worth of trade each year, and Mexico remains the United States’ third largest trading partner and second destination for U.S. exports. Roughly 22 states have Mexico as the first or second destination of state exports.  

Historical patterns of migration have also led to close family ties across the border, with around one in ten Mexicans now living in the United States and perhaps as many as a million Americans in Mexico.  Almost one in ten people in the US have roots in Mexico (some close) and immigrant leaders and organizations are playing a growing role in the civic and political life of local communities. [WWC project]
In the border region – which includes LA, San Antonio, Monterrey, and other near border cities – the ties are even closer.  Border economies depend on cross-border commerce and have economic, cultural, and personal ties that go much deeper than they do for the countries as a whole.

Even in matters of policy, the two countries have a deep – and growing – engagement on a day-to-day level.  Almost every department and every agency of the U.S. government deals with Mexico or the U.S.-Mexico border in some way.  There are strong functional relationships between law enforcement authorities, agricultural and environmental agencies, and financial regulators (just to name a few) that go beyond any formal protocol signed between the two national governments.  These relationships have only intensified in recent years.

However, there is a second level of the relationship – that of politics and perceptions – that is far more voluble than the day-to-day interactions.  It is deeply influenced by the asymmetric realities of the relationship, which make Americans oblivious to much of what happens south of the border and Mexican highly sensitive to whatever happens north of it.  The way asymmetry played out in history shapes this as well: To a large extent, state-building in both countries was done explicitly with some reference to resisting and negating each other (expansion of US boundaries; resistance against US intervention in Mexico).  The perceptions that we have of each other – and the politics that follows these perceptions – has varied considerably over time base on how leaders have handled this asymmetry and whether they seen the other country as a threat or an opportunity.
Relations were at a high point eight years ago with the start of the Fox and Bush administrations, only to lose steam after 9/11 and the obstacles that faced President Vicente Fox’s principal proposal to the United States of a migration agreement.  The perception of the relationship among Mexicans deteriorated further after the war in Iraq.  Similarly, the perception of Mexico in important (though perhaps minority) segments of American public opinion deteriorated as the country turned inward in the aftermath of 9/11 and grew obsessed over threats to the border (often confusing this with the immigration debate).


Although the first level of day-to-day interactions drive the relationship between the two countries, the second level of politics and perception determine the political space that exists for reaching creative advances on major policy issues.  Therefore, over the past few years we have seen deepening integration between the two countries without the possibility of thinking proactively in policy terms about how best to manage that integration.  
A New Time for the Bilateral Relationship


Fortunately, it appears that we are now in a new period of creative possibility between the two countries.  It remains to be seen whether we will fully grasp this opportunity, but we have the chance to do so if we wish.  Some of the groundwork for this new opening was laid by President George W. Bush and President Calderón as they began to develop a new partnership to deal with organized crime.  The development of the Merida Initiative, in particular, created forward momentum on a difficult issue.  While the initiative is, technically speaking, an assistance package for Mexico, it in reality involves a paradigm shift to thinking about bilateral responsibilities for addressing organized crime.


The inauguration of President Obama, however, has been an important symbolic moment that breathes new life into the relationship (and has marked an important symbolic – and real – departure in foreign policy).  And so far, the Obama administration has taken some very assertive steps to provide high-level attention to the relationship with Mexico and especially to reaffirm bilateral commitments on organized crime.  Secretary Clinton’s statement about “shared responsibility” coupled with President Obama’s repeated statements about drug trafficking being a “two way situation” have struck the right chord for strengthening partnership on dealing with organized crime.  Even on the one thorny issue that could easily have derailed a new spirit of cooperation – trucking – the White House has repeatedly made it clear that the U.S. has to find a way to comply with its NAFTA obligations (despite a certain skepticism about NAFTA itself).  The Calderón administration has been quick to seize on the opportunity to advance cooperation.


However, although this is undoubtedly a good start, there are several unknowns about future cooperation.  First, will the Obama administration be able to sustain its current level of attention to the relationship with Mexico (or at least follow through on commitments that have been made)?  To a large extent, the high-level attention that President Obama and his cabinet have given to the relationship has been a defensive reaction against the U.S. Congress, which began to drive the agenda with Mexico.  Congress, in turn, was responding to headlines about drug trafficking violence and fears that it would “spill over” into the U.S. border communities.  The Obama administration rightly got in front of the debate and framed it in a proactive and constructive way; but if there are fewer headlines and less congressional pressure, will they still pay attention to the relationship?  And if they do, who will drive policy within the administration?   How will the U.S. debate on immigration (with its ups and downs) also influence the environment for cooperation between the too countries?


There is also an unknown about how the Calderón administration will receive the overtures from Washington.  Despite the warm discussions and good photo ops that we saw last week, I sense that there is a bit of skepticism in the Calderón administration about whether the cooperation will last.  In an asymmetrical relationship in which the Mexican government tends to dissect every statement by a member of the U.S. Congress or administration – and sometimes even the media – as though it were official policy, almost any statement could disrupt the spirit of cooperation.  And will the Calderón administration (or its successors) feel neglected if there is less U.S. attention, even if this means that some of the critical issues are actually improving and have become less prone to headlines?

And there is an equally important question about  whether the high priority attention that has been given to binational cooperation on drug trafficking can be extended to efforts on other pressing issues – such as border infrastructure and economic cooperation – and to new opportunities in education, the environment, and healthcare.
I should say that I am, overall, an optimist about this.  I think we have returned to a place where higher-level discussions on binational policy are possible and that this marks an important shift.  The fact that the central driver in the relationship is a threat to the security of both countries means that the commitments go beyond good intentions towards common needs.  At the same time, it is almost certain that there will be periods where misunderstandings and conflicts occur – as the U.S. fails to keep full focus (or coordination) on key commitments and Mexico pulls back from engagement.  The question will then be if there is enough high-level commitment to the relationship in each country to overcome these obstacles and stay the course.

What Is Possible


Both the United States and Mexico have a significant interest in pursuing a strategic partnership with each other.  In other words, given the extensive interdependence that exists, the governments could do a better job of managing key areas of the relationship in a way that provides greater benefits the citizens of the two countries.  Current policies fall far short of optimal conditions for managing this process of integration and interdependence.


In particular, there are a few areas that lend themselves to greater efforts (and here I will build on a report that we launched at the Wilson Center in February titled The United States and Mexico: Towards a Strategic Partnership):

· Security Cooperation: Here the two governments have already set a proactive agenda, so it is now more a question of following through on the commitments they have made, managing conflicts that arise, and adjusting to changing circumstances.  The two countries share a common problem with drug trafficking organizations that operate in both countries.  The U.S. can do much more to limit the consumption of narcotics, which drives the drug trade.  Efforts to prevent and treat addictions are the most cost effective ways to hurt the bottom line of drug trafficking organizations.  In addition to this, the two countries can do more to stem the flow of money and arms that flow southward (an effort where the U.S. needs to lead but cooperation is required) and to strengthen law enforcement and judicial institutions (and area where Mexico needs to lead but the U.S. can provide support).  The countries can also gradually develop greater confidence to carry out joint launch enforcement operations and share intelligence, although this is a naturally slow process given legitimate concerns on both sides.

· Border infrastructure and innovation: The two countries could do a great deal to invest in border infrastructure, promote transportation corridors, and create innovation zones in the border region.  Given both countries’ current investments in large-scale stimulus packages, this is the time to make sure that some of these monies are devoted to these kinds of efforts that benefit both countries and partner with state and local governments on strategic investments.  

· Migration: After several years of not talking openly with each other, it is important to start a serious dialogue with each other again on this issue.  Most actions on migration need to be taken unilaterally by one country or the other – immigration policy changes in the US and targeted development in Mexico – but almost all with have important secondary effects on the other country, which makes communication important.  Moreover, this, perhaps more than any other issue, helps define the perceptions that average citizens have of the other country and whether they see each other as a threat or an opportunity. 

· New Opportunities: There are several opportunities for creative engagement that the two countries could start discussing that might not be possible to pursue in the middle of an economic crisis, but they could be the new frontiers for bilateral cooperation in the future:

· Education cooperation: The U.S. and Mexico currently invest very little in educational cooperation and Mexico is seventh among countries sending students to the United States.  A new partnership to strengthen graduate education for Mexican students and language and cultural competence for U.S. undergraduate and graduate students, as well as provide additional seed money for research collaborations between U.S. and Mexican universities would require only a small investment but could achieve important outcomes in a short time (and be tied into key development goals, such as creating innovation zones on technology or upgrading transportation corridors).

· Environmental cooperation: Both Presidents have a personal interest in the environment, and the two governments could build on current efforts on climate change and green technology in each country.

· Healthcare: There is a still untapped opportunity to create international quality healthcare facilities that can treat U.S. (and other foreign) patients with reimbursement by U.S. healthcare plans and perhaps eventually Medicare.  This is particularly relevant to U.S. citizens living in Mexico, but Mexico is well-placed to develop a “medical tourism” industry of the highest quality that could be used to produce spillover effects to upgrade the healthcare system overall.

· Development: If Mexico were to pursue an ambitious initiative to address poverty, perhaps through microfinance, by creating a highly innovative, transparent program (perhaps financed through a sovereign wealth fund tied to excess oil revenues, if oil prices rise again, much like the Chileans have done with excess copper revenues, and the Norwegians with oil), there are significant opportunities to attract U.S. and Canadian engagement.  I am skeptical of the idea of a North American Development Fund – and suspect it would come with too many strings to be palatable in Mexico – but a Mexico could create its own equivalent fund and invite minority investment from its neighbors to the north.
What is Likely


In reality, some of these possibilities are more likely than others.  I think we can expect to see:

· Significant engagement in the long-term on security cooperation…

· Some streamlining of the process of border infrastructure investments with additional funds dedicated to this, but without a major resolution of the chronic underfunding of border crossing stations…

· Advances on immigration reform in the US, although the timeframe is still unclear (and a reduction in the punitive approach taken over the past couple years)…

· Ongoing dialogue on environmental issues…

· Perhaps some discussion on one or two of the other opportunities, but the seriousness of any progress will have to depend on the willingness of one government or the other to push a new, creative agenda item…


Overall, I think we can expect a new level of cooperation – one that exceeds in possibility what we had over the past few years but still falls short of what we really need in order to ensure that the real integration taking place between our countries is managed in the best possible way.
