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US-Mexico border policy shifted from an issue of economic policy to an issue of homeland 
security after the September 11 terrorist attacks. Immigration policy adopted a mission of border 
enforcement with increased security through the reorganization of federal agencies and the creation 
of the Department of Homeland Security. The US-Mexico border became militarized through 
increased patrols, including coordinated military troops, and a physical border wall. The US 
government adopted border enforcement as immigration policy at the cost of human lives on the 
US-Mexico border. 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: FROM PEARL HARBOR TO THE BRACERO 
PROGRAM 
 

In the winter of 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt called a joint session of Congress. 
Radio transmitted his address across the nation. President Roosevelt said, “Yesterday, December 7, 
1941—a day which we will live in infamy—the United States of America was suddenly and 
deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan.”1 The attack on Pearl Harbor 
killed 2,403 people.2 They compelled President Roosevelt and Congress to enter World War II, 
which impacted the United States economy and US-Mexico border policy. 

In response to the war abroad, Congress passed the Selective Service Act of 1940, well 
before Pearl Harbor. The military drafted nearly 10 million men,3 leaving a labor gap in the 
workforce. Others left farms to enter the defense industries. But the demand for human capital on 
farms persisted. In 1941, Southwestern farmers lobbied Congress to import workers from Mexico. 
They asked the United States Immigration Service to forgo the literacy test, head tax, and contract 
labor provisions that limited Mexican immigration.4 As men continued to leave the fields for war 
after Pearl Harbor, farm labor shortages entered into the federal government’s concerns. Congress 
moved its pen on immigration policy. 

The governments of the United States and Mexico signed the Mexican Farm Labor 
Agreement on August 4, 1942. The agreement codified immigration policy with Mexico as a 
predominantly economic policy in the United States, open to the forces of supply and demand from 
this period.5 It brought the Spanish word bracero, meaning arm, into the American English lexicon 
as Mexican laborer. For more than two decades, braceros migrated to the country as temporary farm 
laborers. Between the agreement’s beginning in 1942 and end in 1964, the bracero program brought 
4.6 million documented migrants into the United States to work.6  

As labor shortages ceased after World War II and into the 1950s, Mexican laborers in the 
United States received a new name, wetbacks, a descriptive of Mexicans crossing into the country in 
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the waters of the Rio Grande. The ethnic slur first appeared in The New York Times in 1920.7 The 
article storied an ‘invasion’ of more than 500,000 Mexicans into Southwestern states to farm. The 
slur highlighted protectionist and prejudicial elements embedded in United States immigration policy 
more broadly. While US-Mexico immigration policy adopted the language of economics during 
World War II, prejudice based on national origin, race, and ethnicity has underlined immigration 
policy since the nation’s founding.8  

United States immigration policy towards Mexico maneuvered to serve new economic 
interests from WWII. The program ended as “wetback” replaced “bracero.” Unauthorized crossings 
into the United States during the 1950s also contributed to the end of the program with mass 
deportations of undocumented Mexicans.9 After the program ended in 1964, economic interests 
continued to dominate US-Mexico immigration policy in the 1980s, during the Reagan 
administration.10 In the 1990s, during the Clinton administration, interests began to shift towards 
enforcement.11 But a security crisis in 2001 changed US immigration policy. Like Pearl Harbor, the 
crisis introduced new ideas about the border between the United States and Mexico. 
 
HOMELAND SECURITY ACT 2002 
 

The terrorist attacks on the morning of Tuesday, September 11, 2001 by the Islamic terrorist 
group al-Qaeda killed 2,996 people12 and transformed immigration policy from largely an issue of 
economic policy to an issue of “homeland security.”13 The Homeland Security Act marked this shift 
in policy. Congress enacted the bill14 with unprecedented bipartisan support.15 In his 2002 State of 
the Union address, President George W. Bush lauded congressional unity in the fight against 
terrorism. He said, “September 11 brought out the best in America, and the best in this Congress, 
and I join the American people in applauding your unity and resolve.”16 President Bush signed the 
bill into law on November 25, 2002. The bill’s passage caused the biggest federal government 
transformation since World War II17 with the creation of the Department of Homeland Security.18  
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GOVERNMENT REORGANIZATION 
 The new Department of Homeland Security (DHS) absorbed key functions of the federal 
government, including immigration and border protection. In order to make room for the new 
department, Congress dissolved the United States Customs Service, one of the country’s oldest 
agencies, 19  and created DHS in its place to assume the agency’s duties. The Customs Service 
collected revenue20 and combated the smuggling of illegal goods at the border, like unreported 
money, narcotics, and weapons. This remained a primary activity until the September 11 attacks. 
With roughly 1.3 million people and 350,000 cars, buses, and trucks traveling each day, the 2,000-
mile border with Mexico became a front line of the United States’ defense against terrorism. 

The new US Customs and Border Protection (CBP) agency formed under DHS. It became 
one of the largest federal law enforcement agencies by merging the US Customs Service, US 
Immigration and Naturalization Service, and US Border Patrol. Through increased security at 
airports and expanded border patrol, CBP adopted antiterrorism as its first immigration policy 
objective. In less than ten years, the size of the border patrol doubled from 10,717 agents in 2003 to 
21,394 agents in 2012 with a budget increase of $1.4 billion to $3.5 billion.21  

 
US-MEXICO BORDER MILITARIZATION 
 
 The United States and Mexican governments coordinated military efforts to patrol the 
border in early 2003. In an unprecedented order by the Mexican government to defend the US 
border, Mexico sent 18,000 soldiers to secure airports, seaports, bridges, and border posts- with half 
of sentries serving in the desert within miles of the border. In 2003, Mexican Interior Minister 
Santiago Creel said, ''Mexico is not going to be used as a transit point for any terrorist or anyone 
who wishes to harm the United States.”22 The United States deployed Special Forces, Army Rangers 
and Marines to monitor the border using night patrols, electronic sensors, and drone aircraft- first 
used in the US war in Afghanistan. During the border patrol agent recruitment and training process 
in 2006, President Bush deployed around 6,000 National Guard troops to the US-Mexico border. 
The troops monitored surveillance cameras, built roads, and erected fencing along the border to 
support border patrol agents in executing the CBP’s law enforcement mission.23 The coordinated 
efforts on both sides resulted in a militarization of the US-Mexico border.   
 President Bush further increased border militarization with the creation of a physical border-
wall through the Secure Fence Act of 2006. In support of the measure, he said, “[t]his bill will help 
protect the American people. This bill will make our borders more secure. It is an important step 
toward immigration reform.”24 Through border enforcement, President Bush framed the Secure 
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Fence Act as part of his administration’s four-point plan for immigration reform.25 Congress passed 
the bill with bipartisan support.26 President Bush signed the bill into law on October 26, 2006. 
 The Secure Fence Act of 2006 aimed to secure the border by building 700 miles of physical 
barriers. By 2008, the Department of Homeland Security erected 309 miles of fencing and pushed to 
complete 670 miles total by the end of the year. However, opponents of the wall questioned the 
construction cost and the wall’s efficacy in deterring immigration along the border. According to the 
Government Accountability Office, the average cost per mile varied from $1 million to $3.9 
million.27 The Secretary of Homeland Security, Michael Chertoff, acknowledged the concerns. He 
said, “I don’t believe the fence is a cure-all. Nor do I believe it is a waste. Yes, you can get over it; 
yes, you can get under it. But it is a useful tool that makes it more difficult for people to cross.”28 In 
2006, the Congressional Research Service reported a strong indication that crossers found new 
routes.29 By 2009, 613 miles of physical barriers were built as a result of the Secure Fence Act of 
2006. However, the wall was met with further opposition from President Barack Obama’s 
administration and Congress.30 Between 2008 and 2010, members of Congress introduced bills to 
extend the fence, but the bills died before a vote.31 In 2015, the Republican presidential candidate, 
Donald J. Trump, renewed the call for a US-Mexico border-wall, bringing border enforcement as 
immigration policy into the center of domestic politics.32  
 
HUMAN COST 
  
 The US government adopted border enforcement as immigration policy to combat terrorism 
at the cost of human lives. The human toll at the US-Mexico border has been well documented.33 
Some have gone as far to call the US-Mexico border a “war zone”34 because of the policies enacted 
in the name of antiterrorism. According to a 2016 US Border Patrol report, the death toll along the 
US Southwest border totaled 6,571 lives between 1998 and 2015. Figure 01 below charts the death 
toll with a valley of 249 deaths in 1999 and a peak of 492 deaths in 2005. Since the September 11 
attacks, the least deadly year on record is 2015 with 240 deaths on the US-Mexico border. Deaths 
increased again in 2016 to 322.  The data shows an overall increase of reported deaths since the 
September 11 attacks and the US government’s adoption of border enforcement as immigration 
policy. 

The Department of Homeland Security refuted claims that Islamic terrorists in Mexico were 
currently poised to enter along the US-Mexico border. A DHS spokesperson said, “There is no 
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credible intelligence to suggest that there is an active plot by ISIS to attempt to cross the southern 
border.”35 There have been no reported captures or arrests of international terrorists at the border to 
date.  
 
CONCLUSION 

 
The September 11 terror attacks changed US immigration policy. It is difficult to divorce 

US-Mexico border policy from homeland security after September 11 in the age of terrorism. 
Therefore, analyzing post-September 11 immigration policy as a reaction to terrorism is important. 
US-Mexico border policy shifted from largely an issue of economics to one of homeland security. 
Law enforcement, through border patrol and border militarization, characterized US-Mexico border 
policy. The Executive branch shifted policy in coordination with bipartisan Congressional support. 
The hallmark of their cooperation was the creation of the Department of Homeland Security in 
2002, the biggest federal government reorganization since World War II. The human cost of 
enforcement has been well-documented with 5,661 recorded deaths between 2002 and 2016 on the 
US-Mexico border. However, the efficacy of the trade-off between human lives and border 
enforcement to ensure homeland security remains undetermined. 

 
US Southwest Border Deaths, 1998-201636 
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