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Current Questions about the U.S. Political Scene Posed by Mexicans
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The most frequent question Mexicans put to me these days is:
“Which U.S. presidential candidate will be best for Mexico?” Or
a variant: “Which political party will be best for Mexico?”

I will back up a bit before responding. Mexico, in my view, is
best served when the U.S. economy is growing at a good clip,
regardless of the party that holds the presidency or controls the
U.S. Congress. About 80 to 85 percent of Mexico’s exports go to
the United States. Manufactured goods make up about 80 percent
of Mexico’s merchandise exports. Together, merchandise and
service exports to the United States amount to about 25% percent
of Mexico’s gross domestic product. When it is prosperous, the
U.S. economy sucks in imports, and when times are bad, imports
are stagnant. This is point number one: The best thing that the
United States can do for Mexico is to run its economy well; and
the United States is not doing that at the moment.

Point number two is a related one: The most important U.S.
policies that affect Mexico are rarely designed with Mexico in
mind. (The exception to that statement is the North American
Free Trade Agreement, and the attitude toward NAFTA in each
country is favorable or skeptical depending on how the national
economy is faring.) Now that the U.S. housing bubble has burst,
Mexican construction workers cannot easily find jobs in the
United States; and this in turn dampens remittances to Mexico.
High U.S. corporate profits stimulate investment in Mexico.

Now, to the questions posed at the outset: the answers will look
first at specific U.S. policies that are important to Mexico.

During his six-year term (2000–2006), President Vicente Fox
made migration the top issue in the bilateral relationship. He
accomplished little after September 11, 2001, because President
George W. Bush turned his attention elsewhere. So did the U.S.
Congress. When President Bush finally introduced legislation for
comprehensive immigration reform, the U.S. Congress gave
highest priority to preventing future unauthorized entry into the
United States, and Republicans devoted much energy to
punishing the unauthorized migrants already here.

John McCain is virtually certain to become the Republican
presidential candidate, and he voted for comprehensive
immigration reform that included a path for legalization and
citizenship for unauthorized migrants. He is being castigated by
the conservative base of his party for doing that, for thinking too

much like a Democrat. The two Democratic candidates—Hillary
Clinton and Barack Obama—also favor comprehensive
immigration reform that would provide a path for regularization
of the status of unauthorized immigrants and the possibility that
with good conduct they could acquire U.S. citizenship over time.
The base of the Republican Party attacks this position as
“amnesty.” All three, Clinton, Obama, and McCain, voted in
favor of building a fence along the U.S.-Mexico border. Of the
three, McCain is the most likely to shade his position somewhat
to get the support of the ultraconservatives who are highly
important in the Republican Party.

A second issue high on Mexico’s agenda on which the bases of
the two U.S. political parties have opposing opinions is trade. The
two Democrats have expressed opposition to NAFTA—Obama
said it was a bad agreement and Clinton suggested that it be
reviewed for revision every five years.1 Clinton also proposed a
moratorium on new trade negotiations. Senator McCain favors
further trade negotiations. Looking behind these positions, the
Republicans as a party are more attuned to the desires of U.S.
corporations and the Democrats to those of labor unions.

Current positions are likely to change after the election when the
new president has to deal with reality as well as ideology, but as
of now the question of whether Republicans or Democrats would
be better for Mexico depends on which of these two issues
Mexicans consider more important for their country—migration
or trade.

Other key bilateral issues include combating narco-traffic,
formulating energy policy, dealing with the border area, and
further opening of trade in services, such as telecommunications.
What follows will argue that U.S. policy in these areas will be
more or less the same regardless of who is the president or his/her
party affiliation.

Narco-traffic: There is little difference among the candidates on
this issue. The Mérida Agreement between Presidents Calderón

1 Changing the provisions of NAFTA every five years, even in the
unlikely event this could be negotiated with Mexico and Canada,
means that companies must be ready to alter their export strategies
toward the first- and second-largest U.S. foreign markets every five
years—and this is a ludicrous proposition.



and Bush calls for the U.S. government to provide $1.4 billion
over three years to assist Mexico in its battle against drug
traffickers, but the congressional appropriation for even the first
year of the program ($500 million) is in limbo. As the New York
Times put it in an editorial on November 19, 2007, the package
“looks shockingly inadequate when compared with what the drug
dealers have at their command.” President Calderón has sent
military forces to confront the drug traffickers operating in
Mexico. Indeed, he is acting more seriously about dealing with
drug dealers than the U.S. government is in helping him.
Decriminalizing drug use in the United States would do more to
help Mexico than the current U.S. “war” on drugs because that
would lower the profits (rents, in economic terms) of drug
dealers, but no U.S. presidential candidate is prepared to take this
position.

Energy: Mexico has serious energy problems. These include
inadequate funding for Petróleos Mexicanos (Pemex) due to high
government taxes; production declines in Mexico’s largest
reservoirs—Cantarell for oil and the Burgos Basin for
nonassociated natural gas; lack of success in finding new energy
resources and consequent diminution to about 10 years of proven
oil reserves at current rates of production; Pemex’s lack of
deepwater drilling capacity; and the constitutional inability for
Pemex to enter into joint ventures with private or other national
oil companies that have this expertise. The Mexican authorities
must deal with these problems. The United States, for its part,
would feel more secure about its future oil supplies if Mexico
were able to resolve them. Energy is an important issue in the
bilateral relationship, but the most any U.S. president can do is
hope for the best. A change in Mexican policy has to be made in
Mexico. It is encouraging that the National Action Party (PAN)
of President Felipe Calderón and the leadership of the
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) have agreed that changes
in energy policy are needed.

The border: The time it takes for a Mexican truck bringing goods
into the United States to cross the border varies by time of day
and border-crossing point, but the average is about one hour.
Trucks from Canada bringing merchandise to the United States
can generally cross the border in a matter of minutes. In the
Mexican case, the trailer with the merchandise containers must be
transferred at the border from a Mexican to a U.S. truck, despite
the provision in NAFTA permitting delivery of goods by
Mexican trucks anywhere in the United States.2 This costs
between $100 and $150 for each truck—and there were four
million such truck crossings in 2006.3 The considerable fees
collected—let’s say $100 each for four million trucks—go to
Mexican drayage companies. The U.S. Congress, at the urging of
Teamsters and environmentalists, has refused to allow the explicit
language of NAFTA to go into effect, citing safety and

2 There is a small experimental program in place allowing Mexican
trucks to bring goods to the destination in the United States, and a
majority in the Congress is intent on cutting off appropriations for
this.
3 The number of crossings from Mexico in 2006 was 4.76 million,
but between 10 and 20 percent were either empty or “bobtails,” a
tractor without a trailer.

environmental dangers. Mexico, in response, delays U.S. trucks
entering its territory. Some 60 percent of the merchandise sent
from Mexico to the United States goes by truck. The problem that
must be solved is more in the hands of the U.S. Congress, both
parties, and not the president.

Telecommunications: Telephone calls between Mexico and the
United States are costly because Telmex (Mexico’s telephone
company) is able to charge monopoly prices. Companies and
individuals who must call to and from Mexico often work out
techniques to avoid Telmex charges, but this can be cumbersome
for individuals and does not really resolve the sharing of revenues
between foreign telephone companies and Telmex. Mexico also
has other monopolies that distort pricing in telecommunications
and other sectors, and it must resolve these problems.

When Mexicans pose the questions set forth at the outset they
have issues of attitude in mind and not just tangible difficulties of
the type discussed in this essay. Mexico received little attention
after 9/11, despite the effort of President Vicente Fox for
discussions about migration. Most Mexicans hate the idea of
erecting a fence at the border because it separates kinship
communities on both sides, and mayors of cities on the U.S. side
share this antipathy—but the authorities in Washington pay little
heed to this sentiment. Measures can be put in place to assure that
Mexican trucks and drivers meet U.S. standards, but the U.S.
Congress ignores this—even though U.S. trucking companies
advertise to recruit Mexican drivers. Unauthorized Mexicans
working in the United States have been denigrated repeatedly in
statements by Republican presidential candidates and
commentators like Lou Dobbs and Rush Limbaugh; the emphasis
is on the word “illegal,” which is true under U.S. law, but does
not take into account the fact that the workers are recruited
directly or indirectly by U.S. employers. The two Democratic
candidates disparage Mexican actions under NAFTA but pay no
heed to U.S. infractions.

The question that Mexicans ask might be phrased more
accurately: Which party and which presidential candidate is most
likely to deal respectfully with Mexicans? I don’t know.
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