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Urban Security Regimes and Border Militarization in Southern Mexico:
Preliminary Findings from Tapachula, Chiapas
In the past fifteen years, the U.S. homeland security apparatus has spurred a
number of multilateral agreements and initiatives with Mexico and the “Northern
Triangle” of Central America (i.e. Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador). Under the
aegis of wars against drugs, terrorism, and unauthorized migration, notable agreements
like the Mérida Initiative (2008), the Central America Regional Security Initiative (2010),
the Plan for Prosperity (2014) and the U.S. Strategy for Engagement in Central America
(2014) have helped facilitate a southbound transfer of billions of dollars’ worth of US
military equipment, intelligence systems, and personnel training1, arguably transforming
strategic and purportedly vulnerable geographies (e.g. border regions and dense urban
districts) into sites of increasing (re)militarization. Using a critical interdisciplinary
framework based in human geography, urban studies, and ethnic studies, this
presentation reports back on recent trends in and around the border city of Tapachula,
whose proximity to the Chiapas-Guatemala border and growing interest to U.S. and
Mexican national security makes it a formative site for interrogating the intersections of
urban and border security paradigms.

Research Backdrop
In the summer of 2014, US refugee policy once again made national headlines as
images and narratives surfaced of thousands of unaccompanied Central American
children crossing the Rio Grande2. Having completed an epic journey across Mexican
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territory with minimal resources at incredible risk to livelihood, these young migrants—
largely

from

‘violence-riddled’

3

barrios and colonias of the rapidly urbanizing Northern Triangle of Central America—
reignited debates about the parameters of global North beneficence and the
permeability of U.S. national imagined community. In spite of an official rhetorical aim
to deal with the ‘root causes’4 of the ‘humanitarian crisis’5, the Obama Administration’s
response was to bolster the homeland security apparatus, incentivizing collaborative
projects with its southern counterparts to stem refugee flows with billions of dollars’
worth of security aid. By the end of the year, the three Northern Triangle countries had
established their Plan for Prosperity6; U.S. Congress approved a complementary ‘U.S.
Strategy for Engagement in Central America’7; and the Peña Nieto Administration
initiated its Southern Border Program in Mexico8.
It was during the height of the crisis that my research project first began
unfolding, having spent much of that summer in my maternal family’s hometown of San
Pedro Sula, Honduras—the then reputed “murder capital” of the world9 and largest
sender city for refugee minors crossing the US-Mexico border10. Having witnessed the
oftentimes subtle, everyday securitization of post-9/11 New York City (or what
geographer Stephen Graham has referred to as the ‘new military urbanism’ 11), as well as
the many back-and-forth parallels in urban security developments between San Pedro
and New York during the Bush and Obama Administrations12, my interest in tracing the
relevant transnational flows led me to the border town of Tapachula, the most populous
urban district in Mexico’s 714-mile southern border zone13. A mid-sized, cosmopolitan
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city with a long history as Mexico’s gateway to the country’s interior, particularly for USbound Central Americans14, Tapachula is unquestionably at the crossroads of numerous
capital and labor flows, ever more a strategic entry-and-exit point for transnational
circulations that have fallen within the domain of an expansive, imperial US surveillance
structure. As regional security initiatives and greater receptivity to U.S. aid continue to
intensify the unprecedented influx of U.S. military equipment and personnel in the
Chiapas-Guatemala borderlands, critical scholars have increasingly turned to the region
to deepen their understanding of what some have called the ‘security-industrial
complex’15.

A critical, interdisciplinary multi-methods investigation, this ongoing research project
has thus far consisted of archival research (a review of hundreds of government, policy,
and historical documents) as well as participant observation and interviews a conducted
in Chiapas and Guatemala during month-long stints in the summers of 2015 and 2016.
During my stay in Tapachula, my project was greatly improved by the suggestions of
migration researchers at El Colegio de la Frontera Sur (ECOSUR) and advocates at the
Fray Matías Center for Human Rights. The project was also made possible by the Tinker
Foundation’s Field Research Grants program.

a

Participant observation was conducted at NGO offices (particularly the office of the Fray Matías Center
for Human Rights, where migrant support group meetings were held), migrant shelters, Miguel Hidalgo
Park, the Suchiate River border crossing between Ciudad Hidalgo and Tecún Umán (Guatemala), and
numerous other locations in the region. Interviews with conducted with civil society actors, researchers,
and journalists familiar with migration and militarization trends.
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Some of the questions I sought to answer included: What is the impact of U.S.-backed
securitization in the southern border zone, particularly as it relates to the right to
mobility and refugee livelihood? How did the influx of U.S. military equipment and
personnel transform everyday urban life in Tapachula? What distinguishes this latest
iteration of militarization from prior security strategies of socio-spatial control? And to
what extent has U.S. homeland security doctrine reproduced historic cycles of violence
and war, enacting and perpetuating new and old forms of border imperialism? In
endeavoring to answer these questions through the use of multiple sources—including
field research conducted prior to the 2017 transfer of electoral power in the U.S.
executive and congressional offices—I include below some preliminary observations,
patterns, and trends that can be drawn about U.S. security policy in Mexico’s southern
border. While beyond the scope of this paper, these can, in turn, be used to inform
future sites of research and resistance.

Preliminary Findings
1) Externalization of the Border
A central theme that runs through many of the policy reports and US security
documents examining the southern Mexican border relates to the ‘pushing out,’ or
‘externalization’ 16 of the border. The logic that recurs in security and defense
documents is that a ‘second line of defense’ is needed to defend the homeland from
unwanted threats—a notion echoed in Harsha Walia’s discussion of the displacing logics
of ‘border imperialism’17. Long considered Mexico’s “forgotten” border18, even the
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United States’ “third” border 19, the political border separating Mexico from Guatemala
and Belize has often been distinguished as the “other”20 to its northern counterpart.
Mapped in the geopolitical imaginary as a site of unchecked circulations of capital and
migrants, and a vulnerable entry point for transnational criminal organizations and the
violent drug trade, this dangerously “porous” and barely discernible borderline has
inspired considerable derision and criticism by US and Mexican security establishment
over the years. Indeed, declassified documents obtained by the National Security
Agency’s Mexico Project suggest that U.S. and Mexican national security officials have
kept an eye to the Mexico-Central America border for decades, particularly during
moments of rupture such as during the protracted Guatemalan civil war or the years
immediately following the Zapatista insurgency21. While there has been a consistent, if
overshadowed, discourse around the militarization of the Mexico-Central America for
years, what may distinguish this latest iteration of border securitization is the
unprecedented extent of U.S. involvement and collaboration.
Although geographical barriers and decreased population density severely limit
the possibilities for border walls like those witnessed in the north22, Chiapas is hardly
new to the sort of low-intensity counterinsurgency security officials have ascribed to the
US-Mexico border23 or ‘insurgent’ cities24. Mexican security forces have turned to an
alternatively spatialized militarization strategy based on the use of three ‘belts of
control’—a strategy that takes advantage of the narrowing routes along the
Tehuantepec Isthmus to entrap migrants at one of numerous military-style checkpoints
and roadblocks25. In recent years, U.S. support has also enabled Mexican security forces

Militarism & Migration Conference

April 2017

Krys Méndez Ramírez

to integrate new practices such as the use of mobile checkpoints (volantas) and the
construction of modern facilities like the multi-agency “super-checkpoint” along the
Pacific highway just minutes north of Tapachula—what the Mexican government calls
Centros de Atención Integral al Tránsito Fronterizo, or CAITFs26. Since the launch of Peña
Nieto’s Southern Border Program, there has been an even stronger crackdown on the
once lightly policed Bestia trains that migrants took the northern border—a
development that many observers and advocates have compared to a ‘hunting’ of
migrants.27 Since 2014, Mexico has greatly escalated the number of detentions and
deportations of Central Americans 28 while forcing the ever-constant tide of refugees to
take riskier paths.29 While it’s unclear how much of these developments is directly
attributable to the Mérida Initiative—for which U.S. Congress has to date appropriated
$2.5 billion since 200830--there’s no question that the southbound flow of state-of-theart military equipment will continue to shape the geographies of the Mexico-Guatemala
border, and largely outside the scrutiny of the international community.
Of course, the evolving role of Mexico’s southern border as a geopolitical
hotspot for the US homeland security matrix is unsurprising to residents of the denser,
more trafficked regions where military personnel in armored jeeps and watchtowers
have become irrefutable features of the landscape. In fact, many of the migrants and
human rights advocates I spoke to alluded to the protection of U.S. interests when
questioned about the impacts of increased security and human rights violations—an
indication, perhaps, of just how transparent the security efforts to deter migrants from
entering ‘Fortress America’31 are. One campaign director at the Tapachula-based Fray
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Matías Center for Human Rights even rehearses a line once made at a 2012 security
conference by Alan Bersin, the Obama Administration’s Department of Homeland
Security (DHS) Secretary Assistant, suggesting that “The Guatemalan border with
Chiapas, Mexico, is now our Southern border.” 32 . Indeed, numerous reports and
statements by State Department33 and DHS34 and security officials, as well as by scholars
writing for security think tanks like the RAND Corporation 35, point to the need of
reinforcing border security in southern Mexico as a necessary component of
contemporary counternarcotics operations as well as day-to-day practices towards
preserving the safety of far-off US Americans. To give one example, the current director
of RAND’s National Defense Research Institute, Jack Riley36, notes that for the sake of
preserving post-9/11 border security, “it is beneficial to push the border out” so as to
“prevent threats from reaching our [US] borders.” 37 In describing ICE’s Biometric
Identification Transnational Migration Alert Program (BITMAP), another official even
describes the collaborative ICE and Defense Department initiative to collect biometric
data abroad as part of an “important mission of extending our borders away from the
U.S.”38 As efforts to intensify to deliberately increase the number of obstacles refugees
must overcome to attain even the right to petition asylum in the U.S., there will
undoubtedly be more discussion of the vacillating nature of border imperialism in the
years to come39.
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2) 21st Century Military Urbanism
One of the most notable changes relates the increased security presence along
the road networks and transportation systems that connect Tapachula, an historic
transit hub, to larger regional metropolises. As noted by researchers at the Washington
Office on Latin America, an amalgam of security forces—many of which are known to
have received U.S. training—have played a role in managing military-style checkpoints,
roadblocks, watchtowers, and customs facilities in the city’s perimeter 40. Up until 2005,
when Hurricane Stan ravaged much of the region, Tapachula was the first stop on the
infamous cargo trains (the “Beast”) that numerous Central Americans would ride atop to
reach the U.S.-Mexico border. While that train station lies abandoned today, and the
Southern Border Program has recently cracked down on the Beast 41 , Tapachula
nevertheless continues to draw in numerous US-bound migrants—a fact evidenced by a
visible cluster of housing, restaurant, and medical services catering to Central American
and ‘extracontinental’42 refugees near the city’s downtown.
To consider the associations between immigration, urban infrastructure, and
security at the same time leads to a second theme one can draw from this project’s
critical assortment of methods (participant observation, interviews, and archival
research with government documents), which relates to the post-9/11 militarization of
everyday urban life, or what British geographer Stephen Graham has referred to as the
‘new military urbanism’ 43 Graham notes that while urban development has long been
imbricated with militarism, nation-state sovereignty and colonial conquest, what has
distinguished this ‘new’ form of military urbanism is an interrelated set of changes in
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geopolitics, technology, and national security doctrine that has made surveillance,
tracking, and targeting normalized features of the quotidian urban landscape. At a time
when most humans now reside in urban areas, interminable wars against drugs, crime,
and terror have also led to centering ‘security’ as a primal and unavoidable concern
both in popular discourse and routine civic engagements. Additionally, as the purported
threats to national security continue to become more evasive and networked across
geographies and state lines, the ongoing conflation of immigration and criminality,
narcotrafficking and terrorism, continues to reinforce an image of the racialized Other
(in this case, the African, Asian, Caribbean, Afro-Latino or stateless refugee migrant) as
an enemy to be tracked and targeted in the interior of cities.
Whether it be an actual or metaphorical war staged in an urban environment,
the general shift in U.S. national security policy towards ‘asymmetric’ or ‘low-intensity’44
warfare connects to a number of trends relevant to Mexico’s southern border,
including: the growing importance of non-state, enemy actors (such as transnational
drug cartels); the blurring of police-military functions; and the growing emphasis on
technologies of surveillanceb; and the increased vulnerability of city infrastructures in a
globalizing age. Although the specifics of what U.S. funds and technologies are making

b

Recently, as part of its effort to combat urban crime, Tapachula launched an intelligence- and
surveillance-based policing program known as C4 (Command, Control Communication, Computation and
Intelligence)—a clear importation of militarist ‘command and control’ models from the Pentagon.
Sources: Organización Editorial Mexicana. Nov 24 2014. “Modernizan equipo del C4 de Chiapas.”
http://www.oem.com.mx/laprensa/notas/n3616868.htm; Hernández González, Rodolfo. Jun 10 2014.
“Comité de Consulta Verifica Funcionamiento del ‘C4’” El Orbe. http://elorbe.com/seccionpolitica/local/2014/06/10/comite-de-c...
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their way into the region are often difficult to trace, there is no question that Tapachula,
the largest urban agglomeration in Mexico’s southern border zone, continues to be
impacted by the recent consortium of security policies and its re-direction of
transnational and domestic (including migrant and capital) flows. As the unofficial
capital of the Soconusco—the coffee-rich, coastal section of Chiapas that has long
served as a corridor connecting the Guatemalan and Mexican capitals45—one could
argue a mutually reinforcing dynamic between the city’s ‘strategic’ geography under
eyes of capital and the State 46, its significance as a transit hub, and its reputation as a
migrant and refugee sanctuary. Undeniably, the co-constitutive relationships that linked
migration to trade were also responsible for molding the built environment’s key
transportation infrastructures, including railroads, bridges, the Pan-American highway,
an international airport, and numerous land ports of entry—the same strategic sites
that have been turned to for securitization today.
In addition to a varied security presence along roads and railways, a number of
notable landmarks in Tapachula’s metro area also suggest sites where security
personnel and equipment can be found, including:
•

a ‘Twentieth-First Century’ detention facility, the largest detention facility
in Latin America47;

•

small military bases and installations, including the 36th Military Zone
near the heart of the city;

•

an international airport;

•

a maritime port (Port Chiapas, also known by Port Madero) and an
‘advanced’ naval station;
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numerous official and unofficial ports of entry, including the most heavily
trafficked port of entry in the southern border zone—the Rodolfo Robles
bridge connecting the twin border towns of Ciudad Hidalgo (Mexico) and
Tecún Umán (Guatemala);

•

the headquarters of an elite special units force, the GOTTPA (“Operations
Group Against Trans-Border Traffic, Human Trafficking and Gangs”), that
has been trained by DHS and the FBI48

One declassified document from 2012 has also revealed that a branch of Immigrations
and Customs Enforcement (ICE)—the department of Homeland Security Investigations
(HSI)—has a Liaison Office in Tapachula, reportedly to “to build capacity in the
identification of aliens from countries of national security concern who are released
from the Tapachula detention facility. 49

Moreover, in addition to the sites listed above, US Southern Command has also invested
several millions of dollars in the creation of an Interagency Task Force in nearby Tecún
Umán for the purposes of drug interdiction.50

3) Coordinated Intelligence and Biometric Tracking
In accordance with the first and second themes, a third and perhaps more
prominent theme one could extract from US-backed urban and border securitization in
southern Mexico is the importance of intelligence gathering and analysis and biometric
tracking—what could, in other words, be understood as biopolitical informational
control—in the interception unwanted circulations of drugs and racialized migrants51.
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Throughout the southern border region, US security officials have provided equipment,
training, and technical assistance with the purported aim of building governments’
‘institutional capacity’ towards tracking and dismantling transnational drug cartels52.
One can even trace the wide-scale adoption of militarist, ‘command and control’ models
of intelligence-based policing at urban and border zones (e.g. C4 in Tapachula as well as
COMPSTAT systems elsewhere in Central America) to the prodding of the U.S. homeland
security apparatus53. This occurs in spite of the objections of numerous civil society
actors, including those I spoke with in Tapachula, who point to the fact that increased
securitization has only negligibly impacted drug trafficking trends54; in the meantime,
human rights violations in the form of extortion, robbery, corruption, as well as outright
violence against migrants and marginalized communities have only increased. In cases
of detentions and deportations from Tapachula’s “21st Century” facility, some migrants
have even died in custody55 or sent to their deaths.56

Surveillance Equipment: Drug enforcement funds from the State Department’s INL
account have been used towards the construction of modern surveillance facilities at
strategic sites aimed at maximizing intelligence of cross-border flows, including the
construction of observation towers and at least two Navy facilities in the southern
border57. This is in addition to the provision of radios, vehicles, sensors, airboats, DNA
testing and forensics equipment, as well as data-gathering software and devices.
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Training and Professionalization: An emphasis on the training, professionalization, and
modernization of local security institutions and practices is also evident: personnel from
Customs and Border Protection (CBP), ICE, FBI, DEA, and local police departments have
all played a role in the training of local security forces, in Mexico as well as the Northern
Triangle states, with the purported aim of modernizing institutional capacity and
intelligence systems. As an example of this, the FBI and Department of Homeland
Security have trained recently established border security forces like the Tapachulabased GOTTPA (the Operations Group Against Trans-Border Traffic, Human Trafficking
and Gangs) and the GOFS (Southern Border Operations Groups) in investigative
techniques, using US-donated equipment to identify drugs and fraudulent documents,
as well as enter information into a nationwide organized-crime database58.

Numerous journalists and human rights organizations (including those interviewed in
this research project) have also recently criticized U.S. training for bolstering a security
matrix notorious for frequent human rights violations, including the extortion, robbery,
and torture of migrants 59. Central American special forces units trained by US Border
Patrol, Texas Rangers, and other specialized security units were also reported to have
illegally blocked the passage of unaccompanied children and refugees at border zones60.

Interagency Task Forces: The homeland security apparatus has also in recent years
pushed the development of numerous interagency tasks forces, numerous forward
operating bases, and modernized, ‘interoperable’ data systems, using the guise of
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‘collaboration’ with ‘partner nations’ to disguise an effective (re)militarization of the
southern Mexico and the Northern Triangle 61 . Across the Suchiate River, in the
Guatemalan border town of Tecún Umán, the US Defense Department’s Southern
Command has invested considerable resources in building an interagency task force
whose prime objective is the interdiction of drugs across the Mexico border and similar
task forces have been planned for Guatemala’s Honduran (IATF Chortí) such Salvadoran
(IATF Xinca) borders62.

Biometric Programs: While specifics are still difficult to come by, the details that are
available from numerous security sources corroborate the notion of a U.S. security
apparatus increasingly obsessed with biometric technology as the panacea for border
traffic woes in the age of increased capital mobility63. This is evidenced, for instance, by
the rapid deployment of collaborative biometric initiatives like ICE’s Biometric
Identification Transnational Migration Alert Program (BITMAP) in Mexico64, or the FBI’s
Central America Fingerprint Exchange (CAFE) and the ATF’s Electronic Trace Submission
(eTrace) System (to trace firearms) in Northern Triangle states65.
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