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Chairmen Gonzalez and Merritt, members, thank you for this opportunity to testify on behalf of the Texas Border Coalition on controlling drug-related crimes and other violence along the Texas-Mexico border.

The Texas Border Coalition is made up of elected and business leaders who strive to speak on behalf of 2.1 million Americans in 17 border counties of the 1,250-mile Texas-Mexico border.  Ours is a region of contrasts, exhibiting differences and similarities of language, culture, tradition, and economy.  The multi-national, multi-cultural nature of our communities on both sides of the international boundary gives our region a distinct sense of place.
Our blending of cultures is unique.  The Texas-Mexico border played a central role in shaping the history of our continent.  Two civil wars occurred simultaneously here and created such cross-cultural alliances and enmities that we could spend days rediscovering them. I won’t go that far back in time.

I want to look back two decades to determine what is working and what is not, in order to sharpen our focus moving forward.   Nearly two decades ago, the United States Government decided to crush the drug cartels in Columbia.  Over many years of effort, we were successful.  Drug operations moved north into Mexico, closer to retail markets in the United States.  Also about two decades ago, the Clinton Administration began a fortification of the U.S.-Mexico border aimed at stemming illegal entry, including a 500 percent increase in Border Patrol equipped with improved mobility, communications and technology.  That effort has also been largely successful; our studies show that in the expanses between the land ports of entry, the Border Patrol intercepts 7 out of 10 attempts to illegally cross the border.

In contrast to those successes, our government disregarded the land ports of entry. According to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, only 28 percent of “major violators” attempting to enter the U.S. at the ports of entry are detected and apprehended.  A major violation is one that would subject you to prison.

More recently, the United States has begun to inspect southbound traffic at the land ports of entry in an effort to intercept drugs and cash destined to the drug cartels.  The drug cartels operate wholesale and retail businesses that dominate a $215 billion U.S. market. U.S. authorities seized $138 million last year, an amount that is microscopic compared to the market, and minuscule in comparison to the $18 billion to $39 billion a year the Drug Enforcement Agency estimates is being smuggled to Mexico every year.  The number of southbound firearms intercepted can be counted on two hands.

The drug cartels are mature major businesses, possessing sophisticated communications, transportation and intelligence systems. They are richly informed about the environment in which they conduct their criminal operations and highly skilled at evaluating risk and executing strategic and tactical operations based on risk judgments. They look like any global business organization that can quickly, flexibly, and effectively respond to virtually any opportunity, challenge, or changing situation.

These criminal organizations are skilled at discovering and exploiting weaknesses between the ports of entry.  When looking to smuggle drugs and people into the United States, they reject a 70 percent risk of failure between the ports and choose to traffic through the ports, which carry only a 30 percent risk of failure. 

The Texas Border Coalition is working to implement the recommendations of the Government Accountability Office that we need 5,000 new officers -- and that estimate was before we placed a new emphasis on southbound checks -- and $5 billion in infrastructure and technology to secure the ports of entry.  We are working in coalitions to lobby Congress to secure the appropriations that are crucial to the security of our region and nation.

So what can the State of Texas do to help secure the border?  Pretty clearly the cameras did not help, and given the relative success of the Border Patrol, I am unconvinced that stationing National Guard troops between the ports will have an impact.  The inspection of northbound traffic is an exclusive federal jurisdiction.  That leaves southbound inspections, right here on Texas soil where our local and state law enforcement officials are within their jurisdiction.

The land ports of entry were not designed for southbound inspections. The Texas Department of Transportation is authorized to plan and design border transportation projects and the department, through the Texas Turnpike Division, is authorized to work with agencies in Mexico on international construction toll road construction projects.  On an emergency basis, the Texas Department of Transportation could help facilitate southbound inspection by engineering and executing, together with federal law enforcement officials, improved southbound facilities.  In the long-term, a joint U.S.-Mexico-Texas agreement for southbound inspection facilities could be negotiated.

The Texas Department of Public Safety now receives funding from Department of Homeland Security Operation Stonegarden program.  State officials have chosen to focus between the ports of entry, but Stonegarden funds could be used to achieve southbound inspection objectives, funding overtime deployments of local and state law enforcement to enforce state and federal laws with regard to southbound inspection, under the supervision and management of U.S. Customs and Border Protection.  In a proper partnership with federal officials, such a team effort would free up Customs agents to return to northbound inspection, improving both our security and facilitation of legitimate travel and tourism.

Finally, let me make clear my concerns about how “spillover violence” might actually manifest itself.  In Arizona, spillover means kidnapping, and kidnappings have numbered in the hundreds in southern Arizona for a few years.  It has not happened here, but the cartels use the threat of kidnapping as intimidation.  Improved southbound inspection facilities -- to stop the kidnappers if they try to take their victims into Mexico -- have to be combined with improved communications so that law enforcement at the land ports of entry know when and what to look for when a kidnapping has occurred.

The Public Safety Interoperable Communications program is a one-time, two-year federal grant under which the State of Texas was allocated $65,069,247 for interoperable communications equipment for state agencies, councils of government and local agencies to support their efforts to reach interoperability by 2015 in accordance with the State Communications Interoperability Plan.  Where is that money?  Will it help an Edinburg cop, who discovers a kidnapping, to inform every southbound bridge inspector in the region what has occurred and include a description of the victim, the vehicle or the perpetrator?  If not, what are we using the money for?

On behalf of the Texas Border Coalition and the people of the border region, I hope that you can take these recommendations for improved southbound inspection facilities, increased southbound inspection personnel, and life-saving interoperable communications and do some good for us.

Thank you again for this opportunity to share the Texas Border Coalition’s viewpoint with your committees.
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