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North American finds itself in paradoxical times. On the one hand, the continent’s economic prosperity depends on an open global system that facilitates the free movement of people and goods. On the other, worries over America’s exposure to catastrophic terrorist attacks have transformed homeland security into Washington’s leading preoccupation. 
…

Yet, however compelling the homeland security imperative may be, it should not mean a derailment of the continental engine of free trade and travel. U.S. prosperity – and much of its power – relies on its ready access to North American and global networks of transport, energy, information, finance, and labor. 
…

Further, the experience over the past decade of stepped-up enforcement along the Mexican border suggests that U.S. efforts aimed at hardening its borders can have the unintended consequence of creating precisely the kind of environment that is conducive to terrorists and criminals. 
…

The alternative is to look beyond national borders as a line of defense. Terrorists and the tools of terrorism do not spring up at the border. Instead, they generally arrive via hemispheric and international trade and travel networks. 
…

The Hardened Border Paradox:

Great powers have been building great walls throughout history. The Great Wall of China, the Maginot Line, and the Berlin Wall went up at considerable expense in sweat and treasure, and all ultimately failed to block or contain the forces that prompted their construction. The recent efforts by the United States to “protect” the southwest border, including installing a 26-mile long fence between San Diego and Tijuana, has had a similar fate. 
…

Enforcement-driven delays at the border also ironically contribute to creating opportunities for smuggling narcotics.…The drivers of these short-haul rigs tend to be younger, less skilled, and are paid only nominal wagers – as little as $7 to $10 per trip. As a result, the potential payoff for carrying contraband through a congested border crossing is all the more tempting. 
The Open [US-Canada] Border Paradox: 

In dramatic contrast to the approach the United States has pursued on its southern border throughout the 1990s, Washington has concluded that with respect to its northern border its security is optimized by striving to keep the border as open as possible while working to improve cooperative binational arrangements. Efforts to harden the border along the forty-ninth parallel have been assessed to be self-defeating, not just in economic terms but also in security terms. Closing the border in the wake of a terrorist attack only reinforces the military value of engaging in such attacks. This is because it means the U.S. government ends up doing something to itself that no other world power could aspire to accomplish: It imposes a blockade on its own economy. The result is to convert a small investment in terror into massive disruption of daily life that has a clear and adverse effect on the U.S. and overall global economy. America’s adversaries would undoubtedly take solace in this and recognize that the potential benefits of this kind of warfare warrant consideration. 

Beyond Border Control

Embracing openness and advancing homeland security need not be an “either/or” proposition if Washington is willing to apply the lessons it has drawn from its northern border to Mexico and the broader global community. The endgame must not be about defending a line on a map, but advancing greater trilateral and global market integration while managing important safety, security, and other public policy interests. This balancing act can be accomplished by 1) developing the means to validate in advance the overwhelming majority of people and goods that cross the border as law-abiding and low risk; and 2) enhancing the means of federal agents to target and intercept inbound, high-risk people and goods. Accomplishing the first is key to succeeding at the second since there will always be limits on the time and resources available for agents to conduct investigations and inspections. The goal must be to limit the size of the haystack in which there are most likely to be illicit needles. 

…
Still, bringing about the kind of transformation that makes the private sector a willing and able partner in supporting a reinvented border control mission requires powerful incentives. Happily, such an incentive exists if the U.S. government is thoughtful about how new investments in transportation infrastructure are made at and near the border. 
…

Border control agencies have important and legitimate jobs to perform. The general public wants restrictions on the flows of contraband such as weapons, drugs, and child pornography. Immigration policies require that those entering and leaving their jurisdictions be monitored and controlled. Many public health strategies aimed at managing the spread of disease require the identification and isolation of people, livestock, and agricultural products that could place the general population at risk. Safety and environmental threats connected with unsafe shipping and trucking mandate that the transportation sector be monitored. And trade rules must be enforced for trade agreements to be sustainable. 

…

Barriers to Continental Progress
It is not only Washington that has been reluctant to see the border reform agenda advanced within a broader trilateral context; Ottawa also discerns little value to joining in a comprehensive North American dialogue on border management as it does not want to have its own immediate interests (in preserving an open border) derailed by the more politically charged issue of America’s relations with its southern neighbor. Additionally, there is clearly a preference in Canada to work under the umbrella of its “special relationship” with the United States. 
…

September 11 changed all that as Washington seemingly rediscovered that its largest trader partner was Canada, and its neighbor was a critical security ally it could not afford to take for granted. 

In the end, there currently seem to be little appetite for pursuing a continental agenda for border management. To adopt the “smart border” agenda throughout North America would require that Washington countenance an alternative approach to dealing with the issues of illicit drugs and immigration. It would require the federal agencies, for which border enforcement has been a growth business, to acknowledge that the unintended consequences of their collective effort has been to actually make the border region more difficult to police and secure. 

….

Conclusion
The most important reason to get border management right is to satisfy what is arguably the most critical homeland security imperative of our time: to reduce the risk that hemispheric and global trade lanes will be exploited to smuggle weapons of mass destruction into the United States. Without a committed effort to advance a continental approach to border management, terrorists will continue to have ample opportunity to bring their battles to American streets. It is in the collective interest of the United States, Canada, and Mexico to work together to mitigate that risk. 

….

Conversely, the “smart border” initiatives being embraced on the northern border hold out real promise. The outline for transformed border management is clear. It requires a risk management approach to policing cross-border flows that includes the close collaboration of the major beneficiaries of an increasingly open North American continent – the United States’ neighbors to the north and the south – and the private sector. The stakes of getting this right are also clear. Transforming how the border is managed is an essential step toward assuring the long-term sustainability of hemispheric economic integration within the context of the transformed security environment of the post-9-11 world. 
