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The U.S. and Mexico: 
Taking the “Mérida Initiative” Against Narco-Terror

Ray Walser, Ph.D., and James M. Roberts 

Mexican President Felipe Calderón is locked in a
valiant fight against narco-traffickers, proving his
commitment by extraditing to U.S. courts and pris-
ons powerful Mexican drug kingpins and politi-
cians, as well as seizing large amounts of drugs and
drug cash. He and President Bush recently announced
the $1.4 billion “Mérida Initiative,” a joint U.S.–
Mexico program to further the fight. The plan has
many anti-corruption safeguards and “end-use mon-
itoring” provisions. It provides aircraft, equipment,
software, and training that is badly needed by mili-
tary, judicial, and law enforcement officials in Mex-
ico. The initiative will improve the effectiveness of
both governments in the battle against drug traffick-
ers along the U.S.–Mexican border. 

At Last, U.S. Has a Full Mexican Partner. Since
taking office in December 2006, President Calderón
has bravely taken on well-funded narco-traffickers
who had before been operating with impunity. His
country has faced mounting mayhem by the ruth-
less and heavily-armed gangs and growing domestic
drug use. So far, Mexico has seen more than 2,000
drug-related homicides in 2007, including 250
police officers. 

In a series of breakthrough decisions unprece-
dented in the history of U.S.–Mexico relations,
Calderón has demonstrated his commitment to
being a sincere partner in the joint fight against a foe
as formidable as global terrorists. His government
has extradited to the United States powerful Mex-
ican drug kingpins, including Francisco Javier
Arellano-Felix,1 and will soon extradite a former
governor of the Mexican state of Quintana Roo con-

victed of drug trafficking.2 He has dispatched more
than 40,000 soldiers into 10 Mexican states to sup-
port the out-gunned police. So far in 2007, Mexican
authorities have seized more than 40 tons of
cocaine. With a street value of more than $400 mil-
lion, it represents about 25 percent of all drug sei-
zures worldwide this year. Mexico has also “initiated
unprecedented controls in the supply of pseudo
ephedrine [crystal meth].”3 

These moves have shown results: Supplies of
cocaine and crystal meth in the United States have
dropped, and prices have gone up. Calderón has
also shown guts in seizing drug money; more than
$200 million in cash was confiscated from a Mexico
City basement last summer.4  

Unlike his 2006 election opponent, leftist
Andrés Manuel López Obrador (whom he narrowly
defeated), Calderón is committed to democracy and
to continued prosperity in a globalizing, modern
Mexico. His margin of victory came from the grow-
ing Mexican middle class, which has benefited from
modernization. The Mexican people are sick of drug
lords and corrupt politicians and bureaucrats. The
message to Calderón was clear: Work with the
Americans and solve this problem once and for all.
In Felipe Calderón, Mexican voters have a presi-
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dent—serious, purposeful, and businesslike—who
accepts full responsibility for problems in his coun-
try without resorting to demagogic diatribes against
the United States. President Bush has responded in
kind, acknowledging U.S. responsibility for reduc-
ing demand for illicit drugs and stopping the flow
of weapons and drug cash from the United States
to Mexico.1234

Bipartisan Support in the U.S. Congress. This
week, both the House and Senate will hold hear-
ings on the Bush Administration’s request for $1.4
billion over the next three years to fund the Mérida
Initiative. It commands considerable bipartisan
support, especially from House members of both
parties that represent districts along the border.
Some in Congress grumbled about a lack of
advanced consultations prior to announcement of
the program; the Bush Administration responds
that it did not want to send preliminary details to
Congress before final agreement with Mexico. 

Skeptics and fatalists are already balking and can
be expected to cite past failures. However, the mid-
1990s Clinton Administration effort to equip Mex-
ico to fight the drug war was poorly thought out, and
the Vietnam-era Army surplus that was sent to Mex-
ico (with no accompanying training and mainte-
nance) was eventually returned to the United States.

Not a “Plan Mexico.” The Mérida Initiative’s
bland name was chosen to avoid comparisons with
“Plan Colombia” and to deny Calderón’s opponents—
such as López Obrador and other Hugo Chávez sym-
pathizers—the chance to assert that the United States
is attempting to diminish Mexico’s sovereignty. 

While Plan Colombia has not reduced produc-
tion of cocaine as much as envisioned, it has been
instrumental in stabilizing that country. Chavistas
and leftists in Colombia have criticized their gov-
ernment for permitting U.S. military operations in
Colombia. No such operations are foreseen under
the Merida Initiative. Mexico faces no serious insur-
gency. It controls its national territory and has con-
siderable capability to respond to security threats.
Merida is the capital of Yucatan, a major transit
point for drugs going through Mexico to the United
States. Roughly 90 percent of all cocaine consumed
in the United States transits through Mexico.5   

Begin with Good Equipment, Software, and
Training. The Initiative starts with $550 million in
the fiscal year 2008 war supplemental appropria-
tions bill. Mexico would receive $500 million,
mostly for eight Bell transport helicopters and two
surveillance aircraft similar to those used by the
U.S. Coast Guard. Training and maintenance would
be included, and the agreement allows “end-use-
monitoring” by the United States to prevent misuse
of these assets (again, an unprecedented concession
from a Mexican government). Other big-ticket items
include ion scanners, night vision goggles, and non-
intrusive inspection equipment. 

The agreement places considerable emphasis on
data management, software programs, and secure
communications for processing of drug intelligence.
The package also provides training for forensics,
polygraph testing, and human rights training. These
provisions would help Mexico tighten internal secu-
rity, guard against corruption, and modernize law
enforcement practices.6 
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Also included is $50 million for countries in the
Central American Free Trade Agreement to fight
against the violent gangs and drug-traffickers that
threaten the very life blood of, and undercut security
and progress among, America’s trading partners. 

A Win for Calderón is a Win for the U.S. and a
Setback for Chávez. The United States has a major
stake in the success of the Calderón Administration.
With $1.1 billion in daily bilateral trade,7 Mexico is
the United States’ second largest trading partner and
its fourth-largest oil supplier.8 The total value of
U.S. investment in Mexico exceeds $66 billion.9

Turning a cold shoulder on the counter-narcotics
issue would send the wrong signal to the new
administration and the Mexican people. 

López Obrador and Hugo Chávez would love to
see the Merida Initiative defeated. They know that
drug cartels and illicit drugs undermine stability in
Mexico and weaken the United States. U.S. policy-
makers should expect opposition from the far left,
including moveon.org, Chavista types, and Soros-
funded supporters of drug legalization.  

The Mérida Initiative is no panacea. There will be
no lightning victory; drug cartels will fight back
with characteristic ruthlessness; certain areas of
cooperation will be thorny.  The battle is on Mex-
ico’s turf; no U.S. drug enforcement agents or mil-
itary boots should be on the ground. To guard
against corruption and abuse, adequate bench-
marks and safeguards for transparency and
accountability must be included. 

Furthermore, passage of the initiative will not
resolve other complex bi-national issues, which
range from immigration and border control to
water rights and protection of the environment.
However, the initiative can improve the climate for
ongoing discussions. 

The drug war is as real as any war elsewhere
in the world. People are being killed daily, U.S.
national security is threatened, the spill-over effects
degrade border security, and both governments are
damaged by the corrupting influences of drug
money. Mexico will be safer for these measures, and
so will the United States.

Conclusion. The administrations of Mexican Pres-
ident Felipe Calderón and U.S. President George W.
Bush should push forward—as equal partners—with
their unprecedented and outstanding level of cooper-
ation in the war against narco-terrorists along the
U.S.–Mexican border. The current proposal presents a
genuine window of opportunity to expand this part-
nership. The legislative branches of both the Mexican
and U.S. governments should provide the resources
needed to launch the Merida Initiative.
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