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In this essay, I will deal with the state of the Mexico-U.S. 
bilateral cooperation program known as the Mérida Ini-
tiative, as well as its perspectives, given the changes in 

administration in both Mexico and the United States. The aim 
is to analyze the program: its design in 2007 and the way it 
has evolved during the administrations of George W. Bush 
(2007-2008) and Barack Obama (2009-2012), and see if the 
switch in parties in office in Mexico and the advent of Oba-
ma’s second term in the United States will bring any changes 
in the initiative.

To analyze the scope of cooperation on security issues 
between the two countries, we must take into account the 
following elements: the balance sheet of the war against drug 
trafficking and its implications for Mexico’s national secu-
rity; the analysis of the increases in Mexico’s federal security 

budgets; the state of the process of professionalizing the fe -
deral police force and the implementation of justice system 
reforms, plus the role of U.S. cooperation in backing both 
these reforms; the debate on regulating weapons trafficking 
and money laundering in the United States, as well as their 
impact on Mexico; and the trends in cooperation on intel-
ligence and defense issues between the two countries.

From selF-suFFiciency 
To cooperaTion policies

When the war on drug trafficking was declared in 2007, the 
Mexican government requested aid from the United States. 
As a concrete response, the two countries jointly designed 
the Mérida Initiative, based on four mainstays: destroying the 
criminal groups; strengthening Mexican government institutions; 
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and building a twenty-first century border and strong, resistant 
communities.1 In all, between fiscal year 2002 and 2012, 
that assistance for security matters came to US$1 171 540 170 
(see graph).

Today, we can say that all of Mexico’s public security, mi-
gration, administration of justice, and intelligence agencies 
have participated in those assistance programs. For example, 
to strengthen security and intelligence information exchange 
between Mexico and the United States, the Investigation and 
National Security Center (cisen) cooperates with the Natio-
nal Intelligence Office to reinforce Mérida Initiative activities; 
with the Drug Enforcement Agency (dea) and the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (Fbi); with the offices of Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ice) and the Bureau of Alcohol, 
Tobacco and Firearms (aTF); the Department of Homeland 
Security (dhs); the New Mexico office of the High In  ten sity 
Drug Trafficking Areas Program of the Office of National Drug 

 From a list of 37 big criminal bosses, 
25 were captured, killed in fighting or extradited 

to the United states (16 of them). However, it was not 
possible to detain the most important one, 

Joaquín “El chapo” Guzmán. 

Control Policy; the Texas De partment of Public Safety on 
issues of terrorism and organized crime; and with programs 
like Global Entry.2

 

The legacy oF Felipe calderón

Six years after Felipe Calderón began the war against drug 
trafficking in January 2007, the balance sheet is contradic-
tory. On the one hand, the government proceeded to take on 
the criminal organizations frontally, attempting to strike at their 
structures vertically, like a pyramid. That is, the essence of 
the strategy was to cut off the heads of the cartels. From a list 
of 37 big criminal bosses, 25 were captured, killed in fighting 
or extradited to the United States (16 of them). However, it was 
not possible to detain the most important one, Joaquín “El 
Chapo” Guzmán.

This strategy led to what some analysts dubbed the “cock-
 roach effect,” that is, the dismemberment of the top structures 
and the appearance of more cartels, as well as their geograph-
ic expansion: they went from six in number to ten from 2006 
to 2012, and after being concentrated in four states in 2006 (Si -
naloa, Chihuahua, Baja California, and Tamaulipas), they 
spread geographically, mainly to Michoacán, Coahuila, Nue-
vo León, Guerrero, and Veracruz.3 However, the unexpected 

mérida iniTiaTive 
assigned resources by year (Thousands oF dollars)

Source: Center for International Policy, Just the facts.
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face in their attempts to stop weapons trafficking was the aTF 
operation called Fast and Furious, which consisted of tracking 
arms sold to Mexican criminals in Arizona.

The operation and the failure to trace the weapons were 
made public, causing a major bilateral problem. Only 700 
weapons out of a total of 1 960 were traced, and in Mexico it is 
argued that 150 civilians were killed with the weapons dis  tri-
buted in the operation.11 The U.S. congressional report analyz-
ing Fast and Furious pointed out that its secrecy and unilateral 
nature affected the Mérida Initiative’s performance.12

Mexico maintains that the U.S. federal government should 
improve its ability to control weapons sales. President Obama, 
for his part, published his 23-point strategy for weapons con -
trol given events in his own country, mainly the massacres 
in schools. However, the main obstacle is the political clout 
of groups like the National Rifle Association (nra). The other 
factor affecting Mérida Initiative implementation is the li -
mits on controlling earnings from criminal activities whose 
beneficiaries are favored by the financial system’s weak me-
 chanisms for avoiding asset laundering. Cash movements con -
tinue to be the main form of this crime, and governments have 
had a very hard time controlling cash flows.

inTelligence and deFense, 
FundamenTal axes oF The War againsT drugs

In Mexico, the intelligence services were not prepared to 
fight the criminal organizations. It was an issue on the “risk 
agenda,” but not a very important one. In most cases, these 
services had tactical and operational intelligence, but lacked 
what is called “strategic intelligence.” In addition, the biggest 
limitation on the U.S. side to sharing intelligence information 
with Mexico is distrust, the fear that that information might 
fall into the hands of a Mexican official who collaborates with 
the criminal organizations. Despite this, the Mérida Initiative 
includes a specific budget item for intelligence activities, for 

of all the weapons in circulation 
in Mexico, 90 percent come from the United states. 

Mexican criminal organizations bring them 
into the country through small-scale 

operations across land borders.  

consequence was the dispersion, and the war among the upper- 
and middle-level commands for control of the criminal or-
ganizations,4 and the unbridled increase in the activities of 
hit men. For example, from 2001 to 2006, crime-related deaths 
totaled 8 901 according to the National Human Rights Com-
 mission.5 Between 2007 and 2011, they came to 47 453; 2010 
was the year with the largest number of organized-crime-
related homicides: more than 15 000,6 and in 2012, they to-
taled 9 913.7 So, different sources estimate that during the 
Calderón administration, a minimum of 60 000 deaths were 
related to criminal activity, seven times more than the number 
under the administration of his predecessor Vicente Fox.

Taking into account the priority of the security system in 
the budget, the Mexican state has seen an unprecedented 
strengthening of its structures in recent years. Between 2006 
and 2012, the budget of the Ministries of National Defense, 
of the Navy, and of Public Safety, as well as the Attorney Ge-
 neral’s Office and the cisen more than doubled, rising from 
Mex$55.09 billion in 2006 to Mex$133.497 billion in 2012. 
At the same time, the gross domestic product (gdp) grew 
only 55 percent, increasing from Mex$9.14 billion in 2006 
to Mex$15.62 billion in 2012. This makes it clear that security 
is the federal government’s priority.8 However, doubling the 
budget for security did not improve the population’s safety.

arms and money: u.s. deFiciT in The 
FighT againsT organized crime

Of all the weapons in circulation in Mexico, 90 percent come 
from the United States. Mexican criminal organizations bring 
them into the country through small-scale operations across 
land borders using private automobiles.9 These weapons are 
mainly destined for Michoacán, Tamaulipas, Sinaloa, Sonora, 
Baja California, and Chihuahua.

According to the United Nations Office against Drugs and 
Crime (unodc), of the 45 466 weapons confiscated by fed-
eral Mexican authorities between 2004 and 2008, almost 
45 percent were registered with the aTF (about 20 800). This 
demonstrates the hypothesis that Mexico’s cartels’ main source 
for purchasing weapons is the United States (see table).10

The cultural and legal phenomenon that affects Mexi-
cans’ security has its origins in the United States, where the 
free sale of weapons and the self-defense culture, based on 
the Second Amendment to the Constitution, prevail. One 
example of how this happens and the difficulties governments 
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example, biometric equipment for the National Migration 
Institute; Casa planes turned over to Mexico’s navy, equipped 
with radar to intercept ships and planes coming from South 
America; data base and software projects for the cisen; the 
Constanza project for the Attorney General’s Office (valued 
at US$28 million); the postal inspection project for the Mi-
nistry of Communications and Transportation; x-ray and gam-
ma-ray machines for customs stations; ion scanners for the 
Ministry of National Defense; support for building C-4 bun-
kers; support for the National Policy Registry; software and help 
for installing it for Platform Mexico (Ministry of Public Safe-
ty); polygraph equipment and personnel training; and proj-
ects for cisen network security, among the most important.13

poliTics and diplomacy in The

bilaTeral securiTy relaTionship

The most noteworthy case of the way in which politics has 
affected the appropriate development of the Mérida Initia-
tive came as a result of the information released through 
Wikileaks. A January 2010 telegram from the U.S. embassy 
points to a lack of coordination and mistrust of Mexican agen-
 cies in dealing with the war against drugs, saying that this is 
the reason these efforts are failing. It says that there is great 
tension between the Ministries of Defense and of the Navy 
and that the latter has made some successful hits, while the 

army reacts slowly and has an “aversion” to taking risks. It 
also mentions that the entire military strategy implemented 
in Mexico is ineffective because the tactics used make it im-
 possible to bring the cases to trial, thus benefitting the crimi-
nal organizations.14 Added to this, the political and di  plo  matic 
tensions went to the extreme of creating such anger and lack 
of communication between the United States and Mexico in 
2010 and 2011 that they endangered the success of the Mé-
rida Initiative. This even led to the resignation of the U.S. 
ambassador to Mexico. One of the reasons President Calderón 
requested that the State Department have him resign was 
that he had been “invasive and interventionist.”15

conclusions

U.S. assistance has made important inroads, mainly in terms 
of professionalizing police and members of the justice system 

Because of Fast and Furious, the political 
and diplomatic tensions went to the extreme 

of creating such anger and lack of communication 
between the United states and Mexico in 2010 

and 2011 endangering the success 
of the Mérida initiative.  

Firearms conFiscaTed in mexico by Federal auThoriTies and 
ToTal oF Weapons WiTh aTF regisTraTion (2004-2008)

Year
Individual 
Weapons Assault Rifles

Total of 
Weapons

Total of Confiscated Weapons 
Registered with the atf

2004 3 520 2 057 5 577 2 900

2005 3 156 1 959 5 115 5 000

2006 2 487 1 733 4 220 1 800

2007 4 978 4 549 9 527 3 900

2008 9 105 11 916 21 027 7 200

Total 23 246 22 214 45 466 20 800

Source: unodc, The Globalization of Crime. A Trasnational Organized Crime Threat Assessment 2010, Vienna, p. 138, www.unodc.org/
documents/data-and-analysis/tocta/TocTa_Report_2010_low_res.pdf. The figures for weapons with aTF registration are unodc estimates.
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as well as in defense and intelligence. However, the Mexican 
population does not perceive these benefits; on the contrary, 
it is frequently said that there is a great humanitarian crisis.

In summary, institutional weakness and corruption in 
Mexico, and the free sale of weapons and weak controls over 
money laundering in the United States are the fundamental 
obstacles to a program like the Mérida Initiative being succes-
sful. These factors outstrip the efforts of both governments 
and are rooted in the political culture of the population of the 
two countries, which is why the small effort at cooperation 
and assistance faces great barriers. Another achievement of the 
Mérida Initiative is that the government and an important part 
of the Mexican elites recognize the need for international 
cooperation. This is something new and is transforming the 
old nationalist ideology.
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