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foreword

Creating jobs.

Investing in our infrastructure.

Building sustainable security.

Engaging our neighbors.

A road map for the future.

A year ago, the North American Center for 
Transborder Studies (NACTS), a trina-
tional consortium of universities, was 

asked by our trinational Board of Advisors to 
create a roadmap for the new U.S. administra-
tion in working with Canada and Mexico, our 
neighbors and most important trading partners. 
In doing so, a number of key opportunities re-
peatedly came to the forefront of this extended 
conversation, particularly those listed above. 

We believe that the U.S. relationship with 
Canada and Mexico should be driven by these 
concepts. We also believe that these concepts 
are highly compatible with the Obama Adminis-
tration’s vision of the future of North America.

“North America Next: A Report to President 
Obama on Building Sustainable Security and 
Competitiveness” is a unique effort by NACTS, 
which is strategically located in a fast-growing 
border state; at the nexus of major immigration 
fl ows to the United States; along a key corridor 
of cross-border commerce; and at a large, high-
access public university.

The border regions of North America have a 
long—though mixed—history of cooperation 
across national boundaries. As the Obama 
Administration looks at rearticulating U.S. 
policies in the Americas, we strongly believe 
that regional organizations are critical assets in 
building a relationship with our neighbors that 
is more secure and prosperous. Furthermore, 
we believe that when policy relating to Canada 
and Mexico are viewed from a multi-functional 
framework that looks at the highly intercon-
nected issues of security, competitiveness, and 
sustainability in North America, citizens of all 
three countries will clearly be better off.

NACTS shaped the recommendations in this 
report for building a more collaborative North 
America from an ongoing series of engage-
ments (events, meetings, working papers, etc.) 
with a large number of Canadian, U.S. and 
Mexican experts and organizations. This pro-
cess of engagement with NACTS’ trinational 
Board of Advisors and a large number of diverse 
institutions and individuals of various political 
persuasions in the United States, Mexico and 
Canada was extremely enlightening and helped 
shape this document’s scope and detail.

We thank Arizona State University President  
Michael Crow and ASU College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences Executive Dean Alan Artibise for 
their vision and perseverance in creating and 
supporting NACTS. We also thank our esteemed 
Board of Advisors, Faculty Advisory Council and 
partners for their support and sage insights. The 
input of these groups on this and all of NACTS’ 
projects has been invaluable and the debates 
highly instructive; ultimate responsibility for 
the content of the report rests with the North 
American Center for Transborder Studies itself.

Rick Van Schoik
Director
North American Center 
for Transborder Studies
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“Since then [2000], what I have 

seen is an increase in anti-American 

feelings, which is worrisome. And 

I have seen some threats to the 

principles and values we stand 

for: democracy and human rights, 

the market economy, property 

rights and the rule of law...In this 

particular moment, Mr. Obama has 

the leadership and the credibility to 

change that situation quickly and 

restore the leadership of the United 

States—the natural leadership, if I can 

say that—of the region.”

Mexican President Felipe Calderón, January 15, 2009
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The Challenges are the Opportunities

A number of signifi cant economic challenges for the United States have created unprecedented North 
American opportuniti es for enhancing our nati on’s—and our neighbors’—competi ti veness, security 
and sustainability. 

History has shown us that expanding our engagement with Canada and Mexico helps expand the U.S. econo-
my. Almost 40 million jobs were created in Canada, the U.S. and Mexico between 1993 and 2007, and today, 
Canada and Mexico are the fi rst- and third-ranked foreign suppliers of petroleum to the United States and our 
fi rst- and third-most signifi cant trading partners, respecti vely. 

However, challenges remain, parti cularly at our extremely congested borders. This congesti on, which is partly 
a consequence of a desire to thwart another major terrorist att ack on the United States, has left  us in many 
ways poorer, less secure and with major environmental challenges at our borders. Yet smart infrastructure 
investments at our borders can simultaneously enhance U.S. and North American security, competi ti veness and 
sustainability by creati ng jobs, enhancing outdated infrastructure, and facilitati ng faster and “greener” trade.

The North American Center for Transborder Studies—in a year-long eff ort with input from numerous key part-
ners throughout North America—has developed a set of recommendati ons for the Obama Administrati on. The 
following eight top-level recommendati ons can be implemented in the near- and medium-term and will also 
encourage greater collaborati on in a number of other areas. 

Key Recommendations
1.  Build upon and expand the Mérida Initiative in a way that maximizes bipartisan 

U.S. support and multi-partisan Mexican consensus and buy-in.
Mexico currently faces its most signifi cant security challenges in decades. These shared challenges threaten 
to complicate eff orts to build a new, more secure future for U.S. -Mexico border communiti es and North 
America more generally. The United States needs to expand its strategic and fi nancial investment in the 
Mérida Initi ati ve. Build on the foundati on of current binati onal cooperati on on security by implementi ng 
the recommendati ons of the 2008 Joint Declarati on of the Border Governors’ Conference on border secu-
rity, parti cularly regarding improved cooperati on on tracking the crossborder movement of fi rearms and 
enhancing binati onal exchange of informati on on criminal acti vity on both sides of the border. 

2.  Energize and expand the North American Trilateral Leaders’ Summit. 
The Summit is the highest profi le example of North American cooperati on and should conti nue with 
greatly increased parti cipati on from a number of key stakeholders. Draw on the work of existi ng regional 
enti ti es—governors, legislators, NGOs, academics, advocacy groups—for soluti ons to needs throughout 
North America. These include the private sector and public-private partnerships that would perhaps inter-
act at pre-Summit meeti ngs of NGOs, trade unions, academics, and think-tanks. Involving the three federal 
legislatures as well as state, county, tribal, and municipal governments within the Summit structure will 
deepen and strengthen collaborati on among the United States, Mexico and Canada. Academic and public 
policy organizati ons could functi on at the center of a reinvigorated crossborder network.

executive summary
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3.  Designate a North America/Borders authority to coordinate sustainable security.
A senior deputy at the Nati onal Security Council should be appointed to deal with and to resolve the com-
peti ng, complementary, and overlapping border management, nati onal security, law enforcement, com-
merce, transportati on, environment, water, regional development, and other infrastructure and politi cal 
issues that comprise today’s border area realiti es. A singular focus on traditi onal security does not address 
all of the criti cal functi ons of our borders. 

4.  Expand joint risk assessment and preparedness with Canada and Mexico.
Much of the security eff ort in North America is focused on the preventi on of another major terrorist att ack. 
But this eff ort can be bolstered by more eff ecti vely engaging our North American neighbors as collabora-
tors through enhanced joint defense of North America to minimize, miti gate, and manage natural and 
human-caused catastrophes in North America. 

5.  Create an effective North American trade and transportation plan with Canada 
and Mexico.
Common transportati on infrastructure challenges in all three countries—congesti on, bott lenecks, infra-
structure defi cits—are an opportunity for concerted investment that will bring concrete, highly visible 
improvements to the trinati onal public. Build upon examples such as the existi ng Arizona-Sonora infra-
structure plan and California’s unique new port of entry at Otay Mesa. Economic sti mulus packages going 
forward should include funds for bolstering border-region infrastructure.

6.  Create a joint, revolving fund for infrastructure investments in North America.
Infrastructure in the United States, Canada and Mexico is rapidly deteriorati ng and in urgent need of broad 
and deep investment. By pooling resources, the three countries can maximize the competi ti ve benefi t vis-
à-vis Asia and Europe and jump-start our collecti ve economic engine.

7.  Implement a North American Greenhouse Gas Exchange Strategy.
A North American Greenhouse Gas Exchange Strategy (NAGES, modeled on the Clean Development 
Mechanism to create a North American clean energy fund) could ensure the United States conti nues to 
have priority access to Canada’s wealth of hydro-electricity, natural gas, light petroleum and uranium in 
exchange for off sets for the greenhouse gases created by their development. Mexico, as the seller of the 
off sets, could then develop the infrastructure to clean its energy, transportati on, housing, and industrial 
sectors. This arrangement would improve U.S. energy interdependence and conti nental climate security.

8.  Establish joint and practical assessments of North American policy effectiveness.
We are in great need of practi cal and meaningful ways to guide and track progress on a number of key 
North American issues. Such an eff ort should include tools such as a Cross-Border Collaborati on Scorecard 
and an annual State of North America Report (SoNAR) to be developed by North American academic and 
public policy organizati ons. The scorecard and report would inform the annual Trilateral Leaders’ Summit.

Partnering on a Road Map for the Future
The Obama Administrati on has a unique opportunity to focus not only on trinati onal challenges in conti nental 
relati ons but also internal challenges with a public that is highly skepti cal about competi ti veness and security 
issues. In the current media environment, clearly the more daunti ng task is establishing a frank and produc-
ti ve conversati on with relevant public and private insti tuti ons and the U.S. public on complex issues of regional 
competi ti veness and security. North America’s universiti es are parti cularly well-positi oned and have an obliga-
ti on to address these issues with their specialized experti se; a long-term perspecti ve; increasingly more holisti c 
and sophisti cated approaches to solving complex problems; and a long history of producti ve cross-border 
collaborati on. 

The North American Center for Transborder Studies urges the new Administrati on to adopt these recommen-
dati ons at this criti cal though opportune moment for the nati on. 
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“The stakes could not be higher. It is time 

for us to recognize that the future security 

and prosperity of the United States is 

fundamentally tied to the future of the 

Americas…we can lead the hemisphere 

into the 21st century…It’s time for a new 

alliance of the Americas…So my policy 

towards the Americas will be guided by 

the simple principle that what’s good for 

the people of the Americas is good for the 

United States.” 

Barack Obama, May 23, 2008 
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introduction

This report’s premise is that the potenti al for 
a more cooperati ve North America, which 
would greatly benefi t the United States, 

has not been realized by past administrati ons and 
Congresses. A renewed vision and commitment to 
trilateral relati ons would benefi t the United States 
and also its immediate neighbors by pushing dis-
tracti ons to the background and recognizing and 
realizing the full benefi ts of coordinati on, coop-
erati on and collaborati on.

The three major nati ons that make up most of 
North America are unique in the world. They are 
each complex, robust democracies. They are each 
especially rich in natural, human, and fi nancial 
capital. And despite a conti nental border security 
regime that has slowed commerce signifi cantly, 
the three nati ons’ proximity should equal long-
term producti vity and prosperity. 

For example, the United States gets most of its 
forms of energy from Canada and Mexico. Fur-
thermore, the creati on of complex supply chains 
in the 1990s and early 2000s helped to create an 
enormous amount of conti nental trade that did 
not exist before. Both of these facts are oft en 
obscured by diffi  cult public debates in the United 
States that have the eff ect of undervaluing the re-
ality and enormous promise of enhanced relati ons 
with Canada and Mexico. 

We have an incomplete understanding of North 
America’s possibiliti es following the fi rst 15 years 
of the North American Free Trade Agreement. 
Indeed, NAFTA’s genius and chief fl aw was its 
limited nature. However, the United States and 

its neighbors failed to summon the collecti ve 
politi cal will to build the necessary north-south 
infrastructure to bolster internal effi  ciency. We 
also lacked the vision to ensure adequate multi -
modal sea- and airports to export our products 
and to import our neighbors’ products. In other 
words, we passed a trade treaty without passing 
complementary legislati on to enable NAFTA to 
(literally) deliver on its promise—North American 
prosperity.  

Our common economy and security 
only function as well as our borders 
function

The slowdown in trade at the borders in response 
to September 11 cost the United States dearly. 
According to a Milken Insti tute report, “Metro-
politan areas across the U.S. lost 1.6 million jobs 
in 2002. The metros most vulnerable to job losses 
are those that rely heavily on travel and tourism 
and businesses related to them.”

In response to this slowdown, a number of 
groups have been working diligently to unlock the 
pent-up potenti al of cross-border trade in North 
America. In parti cular, there have been a number 
of reports on the economic eff ect of border wait 
ti mes. To name but one example, a 2007 report by 
the San Diego Associati on of Governments states 
that “Inadequate infrastructure capacity at the 
border crossings between San Diego County and 
Baja California currently creates traffi  c congesti on 
and delays for cross-border personal trips and 
freight movements that cost the U.S. and Mexican 
economies an esti mated $7.2 billion in foregone 



north america next: a report to president obama10

gross output and more than 62,000 jobs in 2007.” 

While this and similar reports diff er in their ap-
proaches, the broad outline of what they are say-
ing is clear: our borders off er complex economic 
benefi ts but are not currently functi oning as well 
as they should. This reduced capacity operates 
to the detriment of border communiti es and the 
broader North American economy. 

Our Approach

The North American Center for Transborder Stud-
ies (NACTS)—hosted by Arizona State University—
is a consorti um of U.S., Canadian, and Mexican 
universiti es that want to promote more producti ve 
and collaborati ve North American relati ons among 
its three major countries. Our vision is to make 
North America safer, more economically viable, 
and more prosperous. 

NACTS, incorporati ng the inputs of private sector 
and government experts, works with the intercon-
nected North America academic community to 
study, synthesize, understand, and communicate 
scenarios of the future, unintended consequences 
of well-intended policy, and more comprehensive 
soluti ons. 

This report addresses the major issues of our ti me 
with respect to Canada and Mexico. It draws heavily 
from this broad process of engagement, makes a 
series of tangible recommendati ons to the Obama 
Administrati on, and outlines the returns expected if 
the recommendati ons are implemented and the 
consequences if they are not. This report is craft ed 
as the launching of a process with practi cal, measur-
able steps set forth in a priority fashion. A broader, 
more collaborati ve strategy with Canada and Mexico 
will pay signifi cant dividends for U.S. competi ti ve-
ness, security and a more sustainable future.
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The North American Center for Transborder 
Studies—working closely together with 
numerous key partners throughout North 

America—developed a set of recommendati ons 
for the Obama Administrati on over the past year. 
They are arranged here under eight over-arching 
recommendati ons with additi onal, complementary 
recommendati ons. The eight top-level recom-
mendati ons can be implemented in the near- and 
medium-term and will also encourage greater 
collaborati on and progress in a number of key issue 
areas. 

1. Build upon and expand the Mérida 
Initiative in a way that maximizes bi-
partisan U.S. support and multi-partisan 
Mexican consensus and buy-in. 

Mexico currently faces its most signifi cant security 
challenges in decades. These shared challenges 
threaten to complicate eff orts to build a new more 
secure future for U.S. -Mexico border communiti es 
and North America more generally. 

An announcement to expand and to deepen the 
Mérida Initi ati ve would send a clear message of 
U.S. and Mexican resolve to deal with quite seri-
ous security issues in Mexico and challenges in 
the border region. President Calderón stated the 
equati on in a straightf orward manner when he met 
with then-President elect Obama in January 2009: 
“The more secure Mexico is, the more secure the 
U.S. will be.” The United States therefore needs to 
expand its strategic and fi nancial investment in the 
Mérida Initi ati ve. The U.S. should also build on the 
foundati on of current binati onal cooperati on on 
security by implementi ng the recommendati ons of 

the 2008 Joint Declarati on of the Border Governors’ 
Conference on border security, parti cularly regarding 
improved cooperati on on tracking the crossborder 
movement of fi rearms and enhancing binati onal 
exchange of informati on on criminal acti vity on both 
sides of the border. And fi nally, it is also fundamen-
tal to understand that the success of the Mérida 
Initi ati ve depends upon a successful process of 
consensus-building and binati onal cooperati on on 
the Mérida Initi ati ve within Mexico.

NACTS could provide ongoing assessment and moni-
toring of these programs by bringing the experti se of 
the North American academic community—
together with the experience of the private sector 
and former government offi  cials—to bear on the is-
sue in a coordinated manner. The assessment would 
focus on eff orts to regulate the fl ow of fi rearms 
southward to Mexico; progress in strengthening 
Mexican police and justi ce eff orts to deal with 
criminal organizati ons, improved border control 
techniques, and other issues.

recommendations

Figure 1

Expand the Mérida Initiative
1. Enhance the U.S.’ strategic and fi nancial 

investment in the Mérida Initi ati ve. 

2. Adopt the Border Governors’ Confer-
ence recommendati ons on improving 
binati onal cooperati on and exchange of 
informati on.

3. Engage civil society in assessing Mérida.
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2. Energize and expand the North 
American Trilateral Leaders’ Summit.

The Summit is the highest profi le example of 
North American cooperati on and should conti nue 
with signifi cantly increased parti cipati on from a 
number of key regional stakeholders. 

There are abundant opportuniti es to draw upon the 
work of existi ng regional enti ti es—governors, 
legislators, NGOs, academics, advocacy groups—for 
soluti ons to needs throughout North America. These 
include the private sector and public-private 
partnerships that would perhaps interact at pre-
Summit meeti ngs of NGOs, trade unions, academics, 
and think-tanks. Involving the three federal 
legislatures as well as state, county, tribal, and 
municipal governments within the Summit structure 
will deepen and strengthen collaborati on between 
the United States, Mexico, and Canada. North 
American universiti es could functi on at the center of 
a reinvigorated crossborder network.

3. Designate a North America /
Borders authority to build and 
coordinate a more sustainable 
security. 

While we acknowledge a host of security chal-
lenges around the world and at our borders, a 
singular focus on security clearly does not address 
all the criti cal functi ons of the U.S.-Mexican and 
U.S.-Canadian borders or our numerous and highly 
complex interacti ons with Canada and Mexico.

A senior-level deputy should be based at the 
Nati onal Security Council in order to deal with 
the competi ng, complementary, and overlap-
ping border management, nati onal security, law 
enforcement, commerce, transportati on, environ-
ment, water, regional development, and other 
infrastructure and politi cal issues that comprise 
today’s border area realiti es. The deputy would 
also sit on the Nati onal Economic Council and the 
Homeland Security Council and would thus be 
very well-positi oned to advise the President 
and the rest of the federal government on key 
trade-off s.

If and once comprehensive immigrati on reform 
is addressed by the Congress, the U.S. North 
American border authority may also be tasked 
with showing leadership from the U.S. federal 

Figure 2

Selected North American   
Regional Organizations 

• Arizona Mexico Commission

• Border Governors’ Conference

• Border Legislati ve Conference 

• Border Policy Research Insti tute, Western 
Washington University

• Border Trade Alliance

• CANAMEX Corridor Coaliti on

• Center for Dialogue and Analysis on North 
America, Tec de Monterrey

• Center for North American Studies, 
American University

• Center for Research on North America, UNAM

• Commission for Environmental Cooperati on 

• Conference of New England Governors and 
Eastern Canadian Premiers

• Consorti um for North American Higher Educa-
ti on Collaborati on

• Great Lakes Legislati ve Caucus 

• Insti tute for the Regional Studies of the 
Californias, San Diego State University

• Mexico Insti tute and Canada Insti tute, 
Woodrow Wilson Center

• North American Center for Transborder Studies

• North American Transportati on Competi ti ve-
ness Research Council

• North American Development Bank

• North American Forum on Integrati on

• Pacifi c Northwest Economic Region 

• Robarts Centre for Canadian Studies, 
York University

• Transborder Insti tute, University of San Diego

• Western Canadian Premiers 

• Western Governors’ Associati on
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government on creati ve soluti ons to issues of 
North American labor mobility and skill transfer, 
while again coordinati ng closely with federal, state 
and local governments on local impacts of labor 
mobility.

4. Expand joint risk assessment 
and preparedness with Canada and 
Mexico.

The U.S. security community is focused on the 
preventi on of another terrorist att ack. These 
criti cal eff orts can be bolstered by engaging 
the our North American neighbors as true 
partners—not as buff ers, origins of threats, 
or passive bystanders. Joint defense of the 
common, conti nental homeland begins with a 
shared assessment of the threats, vulnerabiliti es, 
and consequences of intenti onal, as well 
natural, events. This planning, preparati on, and 
subsequent response and recovery (P2R2) starts 
with general conti ngency planning and emergency 
response planning for natural and other disasters. 
The preventi on or response to droughts and 
fl oods, epidemics and subsequent quaranti nes, 
hazardous material spills or emission, and train 
or aircraft  accidents have similar elements. The 
inter-operability of plans ensures an adequate 
response to intenti onal acts of bioterrorism or 
other malicious att acks. 

Currently, risk assessment in North America is 
managed largely through a nati onal, rather than a 
multi lateral lens. The United States has historically 
led the security agenda in North America with 
Distant Early Warning and NORAD and also in the 
post-9/11 era with the establishment of Northern 
Command and the Department of Homeland Se-
curity. Congress has mandated that both North-
Com’s and DHS’ strategies be risk-based, meaning 
that they balance resources in a multi -threat 
world by assessing and managing the risk. In prac-
ti ce this becomes problemati c for a number of 
U.S. federal agencies, since the concept of a “one 
percent soluti on” was aimed at assuring “never 
again” for an event like 9/11 on U.S. soil. This 
mentality drives much of the U.S. security agenda 
and is responsible for its highly unilateral nature.

Joint risk assessment and emergency response 
preparedness is one of the major arenas in which 
eff ecti ve communicati on and a pre-arranged joint 

response are criti cal. Indeed, conti nental disaster 
planning, preparedness, response, and recovery 
(P2R2) is a real opportunity in cross-border col-
laborati on. One practi ti oner has described to the 
North American Center for Transborder Studies 
his department’s goal as being interoperability, 
or “plug and play,” as opposed to integrati on. 
Cross-border emergency response networks have 
a criti cal need to be able to address catastrophes 
quickly and effi  ciently without being hindered 
by politi cs. Ongoing eff orts to achieve interoper-
ability of such basic infrastructure as maps, radio 
frequencies, and weather warnings, as well as 
emergency procedures and resource sharing are 
criti cal. Indeed, multi lateralism, cross-border co-
operati on, and shared responsibility and privilege 
distribute both accountability and benefi ts to all 
parti es involved. 

Additional recommendations 
on managing our borders and security 
with Canada and Mexico

Adopt the recommendati ons on security of key 
regional groups such as Border Governors Confer-
ence, the Border Legislators Conference and others 
which have multi -parti san as well as trinati onal 
input and buy-in.

Regional understanding of crossborder issues 
has advanced signifi cantly in recent years with 
valuable insights on crossborder policy, including 
governors, legislators, NGOs, academics, advocacy 
groups and others. Partnering eff ecti vely with these 
groups will build bett er policies for managing our 
borders and our sustainable security with Canada 
and Mexico.

Conti nue to move the internal borders away from 
the borders to the farm and factory by increasing 
investment in technology and streamlined process-
es to ease border fl ows. 

Ports of entry at borders have become thicker, 
sti ckier, and tenser. One way to ease the conges-
ti on at the U.S.-Canadian and U.S.-Mexican bor-
ders is to use technology and intelligence to allow 
packages, products, and produce to move secure-
ly from their points of origin to their desti nati on 
points secure supply chains. Programs that seek 
a balance between security and competi ti veness, 
such as FAST and CTPAT, should be encouraged, 
evaluated and expanded. North American ingenu-
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ity and innovati on can bring more smart and mod-
ern alternati ves to fences, walls, and anti quated 
ports of entry to bett er control illegal, dangerous 
and environmentally damaging entry into the 
United States. Technology could enable rapid 
assessment of all movements across the border—
both at ports and away from them. Early assess-
ment of risks that crossers pose enables manage-
ment of that risk and speeds overall processing of 
the majority of crossers, who are low-risk. 

Technology does have a role in securing our na-
ti on’s borders, although we need to think through 
its sustainable implementati on. Satellites could ul-
ti mately protect the environment, facilitate trade, 
and engender bett er U.S.-Mexican relati ons and 
U.S.-Canadian relati ons. The potenti al success-
ful use of satellites suggests that trade, security, 
and protecti on of the environment need not be 
seen as “pick one and delete the rest.” Instead, 
security, environment and commerce can co-exist 
if co-developed together. The graphics to the left  
show an example of how green infrastructure, or 
natural capital (Figure 3A), can determine where 
human capital and economic infrastructure goes 
(Figure 3B). Borders and security infrastructure 
are oft en then imposed onto the landscape to 
protect nati onal capital, but they need not destroy 
the environment or create unnecessary tension 
between nati ons. Figure 3C shows how in remote 
and challenging terrain, such as terrain with steep 
hillsides and riparian habitat, security infra-
structure such as satellite telemetry, unmanned 
aerial surveys, balloon-loft ed radar and stand-off  
sensors can monitor acti viti es and movements. 
In urban binati onal metroplexes, some fencing 
does make sense, if used intelligently with con-
fi gurati ons such as trinati onal customs teams. In 
other areas, a combinati on of fences and satellites 
makes sense. This combinati on allows energy, 
legiti mate vehicle, personnel, and product trans-
fer across the border yet aff ords control of the 
border.

NACTS’ unique amalgam of academe, private 
sector and former government offi  cials is well-
positi oned to make contributi ons to these eff orts 
as well as to monitor, assess and evaluate them.

COUCOUNTRNTRY AY A

COUNTRY B

PARK RESERVE

OPEN LAND

OPEN LAND

COUNTRY B

PARK RESERVE

CITY A

CITY B

OPEN LAND

OPEN LAND

COUCOUNTRNTRY AY A

COUNTRY B

PARK RESERVE

CITY A

CITY B

OPEN LAND

OPEN LAND

PORT OF ENTRY

R R

Figure 3a: Crossborder “green” infrastructure 

Figure 3b: Human capital and economic infrastructure

Figure 3c: Smart border infrastructure
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Provide funding to staff  key ports of entry 24/7/365. 

Port of entry infrastructure and staffi  ng has not 
kept up with demand. The Department of Home-
land Security must adequately staff  key ports of 
entry to bett er facilitate the fl ow of legiti mate 
North American commerce, shopping, tourism, 
and educati on, parti cularly where a clear case can 
be made by local and regional stakeholders for 
increased staffi  ng.

Create a common border crossing permit, “single 
window” electronic fi ling, joint customs teams, and 
common booths for all relevant agencies.

Currently a truck that is crossing the U.S.-Mexican 
or U.S.-Canadian border may have to fi le the same 
or similar informati on several ti mes on each side 
of the border. Filing all the required informati on—
once, electronically— to a CyberPort that all three 
nati ons are able to view can enable seamless 
processing and in some cases single-stop crossing. 
Inspectors for agriculture, hazardous material, and 
other things must be able to review paperwork 
ahead of arrival.

Joint customs teams can expedite processing for 
initi al crossing, the return trip, and subsequent 
trips. The U.S. and Canadian Chambers of Com-
merce are strong advocates of electronic submis-
sion through a single window. Figure 4 describes 
the CyberPort concept.

Establish a North American Advisory Council.

To guide the new President and his Departments 
in implementi ng the next North America, a criti cal 
component is an independent, transparent (and 
both inside and outside the beltway) North Ameri-
can Advisory Council, which would include both 
an economic and a scienti fi c panel. 

Provide fi rm, constant and creati ve leadership 
on immigrati on issues that respects basic human 
rights and needs, local and state concerns, and 
North American human security.

President Obama, together with President 
Calderón and Prime Minister Harper should form 
a North American partnership to explore and 
consider a broader set of concerns that aff ect im-
migrati on, including development, climate change 
and human security. This work should have the 
express goals of reducing the wage diff erenti al 

Figure 4

CyberPort Guiding Principles
1. Binati onal, interagency and pubic-private 

cooperati on

2. Integrated and harmonized procedures 
and systems

3. Incenti ves for pre-clearance, pre-inspec-
ti on, and compliance programs

4. Risk identi fi cati on and management

5. Safety, security and effi  ciency through 
infrastructure

6. Secured shared informati on

7. New technology

8. Maximizing transparency and visibility of 
shipments

9. Performance standards and systems for 
measurement. 

Source: “Nogales CyberPort Project Com-
prehensive Report,” University of Arizona 
Offi  ce of Economic Development, 2003

between the United States and Mexico, reduc-
ing deaths at the U.S.-Mexico border to zero, and 
creati ng a safe and orderly mobility of laborers, 
shoppers, students and tourists that is worthy of 
these neighboring democracies. 

In additi on, President Obama should urge the 
Congress to pass a humane and just comprehen-
sive immigrati on reform with a workable system 
of noti fi cati on/consultati on from states on labor 
shortages, surpluses, and local impacts of immi-
grati on. An overly narrow focus on immigrati on 
and traditi onal border security should be avoided. 
Any immigrati on reform needs to provide a sus-
tained consultati ve mechanism (with broad public 
parti cipati on) with Canada and Mexico on enhanc-
ing conti nental development, human rights, and 
human security.

Above all, the United States, Canada and Mexico 
must provide for secure and sustainable lives for 
their citi zens. “Sustainable” social and economic 
environments permit parents to feed families and 
to provide for the educati on of their children. 
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Insecurity of life perspecti ves and non-sustain-
ability of family economies brings mass migrati on. 
People as entrepreneurs of their own lives try to 
make the most of chances they presume to exist 
in other countries. Hard work is what they expect, 
bett er lives for their children is what they aim for. 
The bett er their lives are secured “at home” the 
less pressure to strike out and cross borders.

5. Create an effective North 
American trade and transportation 
plan with Canada and Mexico.

Because of the signifi cant congesti on, bott lenecks, 
and infrastructure defi cits throughout North 
America which create enormous ineffi  ciency in 
the U.S. economy and the broader North Ameri-
can economy, there needs to be a signifi cant 
movement towards an integrated, multi modal 
transportati on plan and a North American infra-
structure plan.

In a recent NACTS transportati on issues paper, 
author David Randolph advises that “the fi rst 
step is long-term planning at the trinati onal level” 
followed by a “multi -year authorizati on bill for 
border stati ons” and, in situati ons where it makes 
sense and advances milestones, “public-private 

partnerships where some costs can be borne by 
private enti ti es.”

State and local governments are oft en acti vely 
planning for infrastructure improvements. Ari-
zona and Sonora have an infrastructure plan; this 
state-to-state coordinati on is a good model for 
a North American infrastructure plan. The Cali-
fornia border plan has an innovati ve partner-
ship for constructi on of a new port of entry, toll 
roads, conduits to and from the port of entry, and 
corridor highways along the border. Some local 
border communiti es are suggesti ng collecti ng fees 
for frequent crossers as a mechanism to fi nance 
additi onal lanes and staff  to speed those frequent 
crossers. The federal government (specifi cally, the 
Government Services Administrati on and the De-
partment of Homeland Security) should conti nue 
to partner with these local initi ati ves and conti nue 
to acti vely seek community input in the design, 
constructi on and operati on of the faciliti es.  

Potenti al organizers for this enhanced system 
face an uphill batt le, however. The infrastructure 
defi cit in the U.S. is $1.6 trillion, according to the 
American Society of Civil Engineers. And NACTS’ 
meta-esti mate of North America’s infrastructure 
need is alarming, but illuminati ng. Indeed, NACTS 
commissioned a number of needs studies re-

Figure 5

The North American Surface Transportation System

“Ports of Entry on 

the Northern and 

Southern borders 

process 11.3 million 

cargo trucks per year, 

comprising 88% 

of trade with our 

nation’s two largest 

trading partners--

Canada and Mexico...”

Former Arizona Governor Janet 
Napolitano, December 11, 2008
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cently to coincide with the new administrati on in 
Mexico, cyclic deadlines in Canada and the United 
States and new inquiries by governmental and 
non-governmental groups. The somewhat stag-
gering results of this North American Transporta-
ti on Infrastructure Needs Assessment (TINA) for 
the U.S.-Canadian and U.S.-Mexican borders ap-
pears in fi gure 6, above. In short, NACTS believes 
that North America needs to invest $2.6 trillion 
over 10 years to see an enhanced North American 
transportati on system through to fruiti on. And 
infrastructure investment creates jobs; transporta-
ti on experts generally agree that approximately 
35,000 jobs are created per billion dollars invested 
in infrastructure. As former Arizona Governor Ja-
net Napolitano menti oned to then President-elect 
Obama in a December 11 lett er, “...Immediately 
creati ng quality, good-paying jobs while laying the 
foundati on for long-term economic growth is one 
of the best investments the Federal government 
can make in this troubled economy.”

We must emphasize that the large numbers above 
are tempered by the signifi cant return on the in-
vestment. President Eisenhower’s Federal Highway 
Aid Act of 1956, which created the highway system 
of the United States, provides a tangible example 
of the type of return on investment that can be 
achieved through the creati on of such a highway 
system. Partly because of the Highway Aid Act, the 

Figure 6

Compiled Transportation Infrastructure Needs Assessment (TINA)

Nati on TINA Type Source

Canada
$300M/yr
$9.78B/yr

Gateways and Corridors Planned
Nati onal Transportati on Need

Gateway Connects 2007
Council of Federati on 2005

U.S.
$225B/yr

$10.6-15.3B
Nati onal Transportati on Need
Border Ports Needs 

NSTP Trans for Tomorrow
“Bott lenecks” CalTrans

Mexico
$5.2B/yr

$.86-$1.07B
Investment Need
Border Ports Needs 

Blank et al, 2007
“Bott lenecks” CalTrans

Totals
$239.98B/yr

$16.96B
Nati onal Transportati on Needs
Border Ports Needs **

10-Year 
Total

$2.57T Ports and Corridors 

Direct parallels are not possible but an exhausti ve review of 12 Canadian, U.S, and Mexican 
assessments (Stanley, 2007) begins to make illustrati ve comparisons.

** Ten year and median sum.

U.S. economy is the most producti ve and envied 
in the world. In recent years, however, insuffi  cient 
investment in the U.S. highway system has cost the 
country dearly. According to the Texas Transpor-
tati on Insti tute, “Congesti on on roads costs $78 
billion annually in the form of 4.2 billion lost hours 
and 2.9 billion gallons of wasted petrol.” There is 
even less invested in transborder roads and trans-
portati on systems, which arguably costs all three 
nati ons even more annually. 

According to the Department of State, NAFTA 
or North American transboundary commerce is 
esti mated at $1.7M per minute, $2.4B per day, or 
$876B per year and expected to grow. Not invest-
ing the $2.6 trillion jeopardizes NAFTA trade and 
the jobs that depend on this trade. The return on 
the investment is signifi cant—between 3:1 and 
50:1, according to NACTS’ calculati ons — and 
would signifi cantly sti mulate demand and help to 
jump-start the U.S. and North American econo-
mies. Moreover, investment improves quality of 
life in the most basic way—it saves lives. Accord-
ing to a 2006 report by American Associati on of 
State Highway and Transportati on Offi  cials (AAS-
HTO), “Today’s [U.S.] highway death toll of over 
43,000 annually can be cut in half through a series 
of safety acti on investments.” 
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And fi nally, a more subtle but equally important 
feature of infrastructure is its ability to att ract 
foreign direct investment (FDI). “Experts are in-
creasingly pointi ng to investment in trade-related 
infrastructure as essenti al to competi veness and 
att racti ng FDI,” according to Canada’s 2006 Gate-
way and Corridors Initi ati ve. 

6. Create a joint revolving fund for 
infrastructure investments in North 
America together with Canada and 
Mexico.

Infrastructure in the United States, Canada and 
Mexico is rapidly deteriorati ng and in urgent 
need of broad and deep investment. A growing 
number of academic, policy, government and 
private sector voices concur that there are a large 
number of specifi c ways in which the three federal 
governments’ investment could greatly increase 
effi  ciency, which taken together, would generate 
signifi cant gains for the economy as a whole. 

By pooling resources, the three countries can 
maximize the competi ti ve benefi t vis-à-vis 
Asia and Europe and jump-start our collecti ve 
economic engine. The Federal government 
should also consider funding infrastructure 
improvements through a joint trust. Robert Pastor 
of American University has proposed a North 
American investment fund of $20 billion per year 
for 10 years. The North American Development 
Bank, restricted by its mandate to funding 
infrastructure projects along the U.S.-Mexico 
border, is a highly worthwhile model that could 
be expanded to help build and improve trade 
corridors and roads that go from northern Canada 
to southern Mexico. 

Additional recommendations on 
enhancing competitiveness with 
Canada and Mexico

Increase support for innovati ve infrastructure 
fi nancing. Borders and corridors should again be 
included in the U.S. Department of Transporta-
ti on’s budget, along with a provision for multi -
year funding. 

Sustained investments in border transportati on 
infrastructure and our trade corridors that link us 
to Canada and Mexico is an investment that will 
generate signifi cant rewards (see fi gure 7 on op-
posite page). 

Streamline the presidenti al permitti  ng process 
for development of border infrastructure. 

The current seven-year-long process to approve 
new border crossings or major constructi on at ex-
isti ng border crossings is simply too long and puts 
the U.S. economy at a competi ti ve disadvantage.

Harmonize freight transportati on standards. 

Currently, 64 diff erent jurisdicti ons in North 
America set weight and length regulati ons for 
trucks. Certainly, standardized rules can ease the 
movement of a truck from one area to the next 
and help build the North American competi ti ve 
advantage in this area.

Ease cabotage on short sea shipping and by 
trucks. 

Past concerns about cabotage are no longer war-
ranted. Sovereignty rights and private company 
fears about internati onal competi ti on drove what 
are now outdated rules. Transportati on fuel costs, 
environmental issues, effi  ciency concerns and 
other issues make it urgent that Mexican and 
Canadian truckers be able to pick up loads within 
the United States when returning to their coun-
tries of origin. In additi on, the federal government 
(as part of a comprehensive, North American 
transportati on plan) should encourage the expan-
sion of rail (through measures such as preferenti al 
easements and assistance with permitti  ng). 

Permit complete NAFTA truck access. 

Mexican trucks sti ll cannot access U.S. and Ca-
nadian locati ons, and their ability to do so has 
been delayed by unwarranted labor, safety, and 
environmental concerns for the last eight years. 
The new president has an opportunity to work 
with Congress to move on this NAFTA promise. 
The producti vity that will be created by allow-
ing Mexican trucks to do this is equal to adding 
dozens of new lanes at ports of entry across the 
U.S.-Mexican border. 

Establish a trucker visa and internati onal rail 
crew process. 

Mutual and reciprocal recogniti on of a single 
North American border crossing permit for freight 
transportati on professionals would eliminate yet 
another stop between nati ons.
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Figure 7

CANAMEX Trade Corridor
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Figure 8

Top Suppliers of U.S. Oil Imports

Source: Washington Post/U.S. Energy Informati on Administrati on

7. Implement a North American 
Greenhouse Gas Exchange 
Strategy.

A North American greenhouse gas exchange strat-
egy (NAGES, modeled on the Clean Development 
Mechanism to create a North American clean 
energy fund) could ensure the U.S. conti nues to 
have priority access to Canada’s wealth of hydro-
electricity, natural gas, light petroleum and ura-
nium in exchange for off sets for the greenhouse 
gases created by their development. Mexico, as 
the seller of the off sets, could then develop the 
infrastructure to clean its energy, transportati on, 
housing and industrial sectors. This arrangement 
would improve U.S. energy interdependence and 
conti nental climate security.

Mexico can grasp the opportunity to leverage the 
off set revenues to create and fund at a signifi cant 
level President Calderón’s Green Fund. This will 
not only reverse the deforestati on that has oc-
curred in Mexico but will also reestablish Mexico 
as one of the richest biodiversity “hot spots” in 
the world. The combinati on of carbon trading, 
capture and off sets has great potenti al to posi-
ti vely impact current climate change trends. 

Moving to a carbon neutral society (as part of 
NAGES) is not only a win for all three countries 
but an opportunity to lead the world in the 
creati on of green jobs designing, manufacturing, 
installing and operati ng renewable energy farms 
and capturing and sequestering carbon. The 
fast-depleti ng Burgos basin in Mexico and other 
transborder basins are some of the best loca-
ti ons to store carbon dioxide. The existi ng inter-
connecti ons among the North American pipeline 
system make them logical desti nati ons for green-
house gases, but the border could interfere with 
such effi  ciencies.

The U.S. federal government should also expand 
the role of the North American Energy Working 
Group (NAEWG) in all U.S. energy policy devel-
opment. Power and pipeline routes, renewable 
energy, emission reducti on credit trading and 
greenhouse gas accounti ng can be achieved more 
effi  ciently through the NAEWG.
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Additional recommendations on 
achieving sustainability with Canada 
and Mexico

Jointly “green” the trade corridors of North 
America through a number of key initi ati ves. 

Congesti on has two primary costs—lost effi  -
ciency and air polluti on. At border ports of entry, 
heightened security and safety concerns are oft en 
blamed for post-9/11 congesti on. In this context, 
three objecti ves for improvement emerge:

• the hard cash advantage of facilitated cross-
border trade; 

• the green light of expedited security and 
safety inspecti on processing; and 

• the greening from environmental quality 
enhancements.

Conceptually, all are made possible with a soluti on 
that encompasses transportati on engineering, 
economics, security, urban planning, binati onal 
policy and other academic disciplines. The solu-
ti on is to reduce waits and stops in the trans-
border supply chain from origin to desti nati on 
by expediti ng all border processing. This can be 
accomplished by having:

• pre-certi fi ed carriers and crew; 

• pre-cleared cargo; and 

• conti nuing to push forward with environmen-
tally effi  cient truck engines, fuels and routes.

These three components can be combined to 
create dedicated Green3 (Green Cubed) lanes at 
the U.S.-Mexico and U.S.-Canada ports of entry. 
North American governments can provide incen-
ti ves to trucking companies and private vehicles 
to modernize and retrofi t their fl eets, fuels, and 
routes. In essence, NACTS proposes moving the 
U.S.-Mexican and U.S.-Canadian borders (and their 
processing costs) away from the (actual) borders 
to the factories and farms from which trade goods 
originate. 

Conduct transborder environmental impact as-
sessments (TEIAs). 

Currently, nati ons plan, fi nance, and complete 
projects that have consequences across their 
borders. Therefore, the funding, authority, and 
visibility of the Commission for Environmental 
Cooperati on (CEC) and its Transborder Environ-
mental Impact Assessment capacity need to be 
boosted. This will require nati ons to noti fy each 
other and then to monitor, minimize and miti gate 
some transboundary impacts.

Create a Trinati onal Environmental Research 
Insti tute (TERI) focused on sustainable freight 
transport in North America. 

The TERI should be linked to the university com-
munity and receive multi -year funding for dem-
onstrati on projects. TERI should research and 
develop engine and related technology to improve 
fuel effi  ciency and reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions by mobile sources. The insti tute should also 
research and develop alternati ve fuels for mobile 
sources.
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Build transborder environmental infrastructure

When NAFTA passed, it was with an understand-
ing, some say a promise, that the border environ-
mental infrastructure defi cit would be addressed 
by annual contributi ons from both the United 
States and Mexico. At the United States’ urging, 
the Border Environmental Infrastructure Fund, or 
BEIF, has dwindled to as litt le as $20 million. Fund-
ing to restore the fund to $100 million annually 
is essenti al for human health, animal and crop 
safety and economic prosperity for the region. 

Figure 9

U.S. Appropriations to U.S.-Mexico Border Environmental Program

Source: United States-Mexico Border Program: An Analysis of Program Impacts and Pending Needs. 
Border Environmental Cooperation Commission, April 2007.

Develop the Arcti c responsibly.

Instead of competi ng with Canada for Arcti c 
resources, the U.S. could enhance its security by 
promoti ng Canadian sovereignty there. Ever in-
creasing Canadian presence in the Arcti c confi rms 
North American security. While U.S. security con-
cerns may center on homeland defense, Canadian 
and North American security rests with Canada 
conti nuing to claim its sovereign access and pres-
ence in the Arcti c. 
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8. Establish joint and practical 
assessments of North American 
policy effectiveness.

We are in great need of practi cal and meaningful 
ways to guide and track progress on a number of 
key North American issues. Such an eff ort should 
include tools such as a Cross-Border Collaborati on 
Scorecard and an annual State of North America     
Report (SoNAR) to be developed by the North 
American university community. The scorecard 
and report would inform the annual Trilateral 
Leaders’ summit.

The border must be viewed as a system of sys-
tems—human interacti on at all levels, These sys-
tems include transborder industry and commerce, 
trade and transportati on, ecology and environ-
ment, hydrology and atmospheric emissions. As 
such, border management cannot be measured 
by a single indicator or even a set of security or 
trade indicators. The number of captured irregular 
migrants and wait ti mes do not communicate the 
true value of the system. Additi onally, while CBP 
and DHS have several eff ecti ve measures of law 

enforcement and a few that indicate operati onal 
control of the border, they have none that move 
towards sensing sustainable security or multi lat-
eral progress on border operati ons and security. 
The two Secure and Smart Border Accords with 
Canada and Mexico have not yet been evaluated. 
If the United States truly wants to extend security 
and make the border “thinner,” then we must 
start working in earnest on serious joint assess-
ment with our immediate neighbors.

On the other hand, cross-border cooperati on (ver-
sus competi ti on in a zero-sum game) maximizes 
mutual benefi t – the size of the pie. Metrics for 
trilateral sustainable security or even just cross-
border cooperati on will be diffi  cult to determine 
and measure but NACTS and key partners are 
already involved in the process and willing to 
elicit parti cipati on from Mexico and Canada. The 
guidelines for the most eff ecti ve indicators are 
those that are derived from readily and perma-
nently available data, are easily understood by the 
public, and measure progress of the government 
program as well as the fundamental, broader 
value: human security.  

Figure 10

Key Border Management Data and Assessment Needs 
Available Data Data Needed Value

Wait ti mes at ports 
of entry—vehicle and 
pedestrian crossings

Standardized protocols
Rigorous planning tools for 
crossers and manager

Miles of fence, arrests, 
pounds of contraband

Relati ve level of eff ort or investment 
per data point, push/pull and 
transacti onal cost (i.e. coyote costs) 
other covariates

Eff ecti veness of program, 
acti vity and investment

Environmental impact Miti gati on needs Stewardship and conservati on

Virtual fence alarms Actual positi ve anomalies
Operati onal control of border-
lands

Pre-cleared travelers and 
shippers enrolled

Violati ons encountered Actual risk
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moving the agenda forward

the “thickening” of our strategic border regions. 
Working with Congressional leaders and regional 
organizati ons to fund and implement the revital-
izati on of the nati on’s infrastructure—as part of 
a broader North American strategy to enhance 
competi ti veness—will help sti mulate demand in a 
diffi  cult economic context. Directi ng the relevant 
federal agencies to conduct expanded, more col-
laborati ve assessment of multi -faceted risk and 
program eff ecti veness in closer partnership with 
North American universiti es will create a more 
ferti le environment to implement policy and en-
hance our common security.

Invest in collaboration

During the summer of 2008, two simultaneous 
events epitomized the need for a shared, common 
region. In early August, monsoon rains pelted 
the twin citi es of Nogales, Arizona and Nogales, 
Sonora, and because a border fence prevented 
proper fl ood control systems, parts of Nogales, 
Sonora were left  eight to 10 feet under water. 

Also during this summer, California experienced 
the worst wildfi res in its history—and both 
Canadian and Mexican fi refi ghters were on the 
front lines of the fi res, working to put out the 
fl ames. The planning and relati onships that 
enabled such producti ve crossborder collabora-
ti on had been worked out in the fi re off -seasons. 
These two examples illustrate both the challenges 
but also the benefi ts of bett er collaborati on with 
Canada and Mexico.

The North American Center for Transborder Stud-
ies urges the new Administrati on to adopt these 
recommendati ons at this criti cal moment for 
the nati on. A broader, more collaborati ve strat-
egy with Canada and Mexico will pay signifi cant 
dividends for U.S. competi ti veness, security and a 
more sustainable future.

The Importance of 
Presidential Leadership 
On North American Issues

The key challenge for the new President will 
be establishing leadership in the public dis-
cussion on trade and how the United States 

can most eff ecti vely and intelligently interact with 
other nati ons. Establishing a reinvigorated and 
more collaborati ve relati onship with its immedi-
ate neighbors would consti tute the fi rst “passing 
grade” (domesti cally and internati onally) in this 
area.  

The core message of the new President with re-
spect to North America should be the following:

• NAFTA had a limited vision that led to a 
dramati c expansion of trade and investment 
among Canada, Mexico and the United States 
and growing integrati on of the three econo-
mies. Yet precisely because of our limited 
vision of how to best relate to Canada and 
Mexico, the benefi ts of that agreement were 
not shared equitably nor were they as signifi -
cant as they could have been.  

• Problems that have grown worse as a result 
of uneven integrati on are bett er addressed 
by a more collaborati ve approach together 
with key domesti c stakeholders (academic and 
public policy organizati ons, citi zen’s groups, 
the private sector) and internati onal partners 
(Canada and Mexico). 

Expected Benefits

Appointi ng a North America/borders authority to 
coordinate enhanced security, competi ti veness 
and sustainability initi ati ves should energize col-
laborati on within the U.S. federal government on 
North American initi ati ves. This will make trade 
more effi  cient and will help to undo much of 
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