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Mexico: Border Security in SARSCoV2 Times

By María Cristina Rosas

Synopsis

Relations between Mexico and Central American countries are a thermometer of Mexico-US 
Relations and SARSCoV2 has become a major challenge in Mexico's Border Security. Being the 3rd 
worst hit country in the world in terms of deaths caused by the virus, the Mexican government has 
been widely criticized for its inefficient strategy and approach to pandemic control. The fact that 
borders remained open added to existing tensions in Mexico-US Relations during the Trump 
administration that have replicated now under the Biden government. Trump threatened Mexico 
with economic sanctions unless it stopped Central American migrants from entering the US. Thus, 
Mexico turned into a de-facto "third-safe country" and sent troops to its southern border for 
migration containment purposes. Once Biden became President, he reversed the "remain in Mexico" 
policy but has struggled to keep up with the influx of migrants coming to the US southern border. 
Since Mexico is having a hard time in securing SARSCoV2 vaccines for its population, President 
López Obrador has negotiated a policy one may call "vaccines for migrants" in which the US 
promised leftover vaccines to Mexico in exchange for its cooperation in stopping Central American 
migrants from entering the US territory. Yet the disease has changed the face of migrants: prior to the 
pandemic Central Americans surpassed Mexican migrants to the US. Yet, as the pandemic developed 
and recession hit hard the country, now Mexicans surpass Central Americans who intend to enter the 
US. Thus migration may turn into a major tension agenda between Mexico and the US at a time 
when López Obrador faces mid-term elections.
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countries in the region being left-behind in the process. 
Mexico subsequently reached an agreement with 
Nicaragua, a country whose economy was very fragile 
after more than a decade of political turmoil and armed 
conflict. Then, in  March 2001 Mexico signed a free trade 
agreement with Honduras, El Salvador and Guatemala, 
known as the Northern Triangle. The agreement led to 
several protests in the Central American countries 
involved, fearful that existing asymmetries with Mexico 
would weak their already vulnerable economies.

Despite these agreements and other initiatives such as the 
Puebla-Panama Plan, the Mesoamerican Initiative, and 
the Mesoamerica Project, economic disparities between 
the countries in the region remain and have worsened 
during the SARSCoV2 pandemic. Migration is viewed by 
many Central Americans as essential for economic and 
security reasons.

Unfortunately, authorities in Mexico have tended to 
emphasize the connections between Central American 
migrants and criminal practices, such as drug trafficking, 
smuggling, arms trafficking, and prostitution rings. 
Mexico thus, in the eyes of many, replicates with 
Guatemalans and other Central American nationals, the 
policies the US applies to Mexican undocumented 
migrants. National security concerns are highlighted, a 
trend that became more prominent after the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks in the US and the pressures coming from 
Washington to make borders more secure.

Thus, relations between Mexico and Central American 
countries are a thermometer of Mexico-US Relations. 
During the Donald Trump presidency, for instance, his 
administration elevated migration to a top national 
security priority, by reinforcing and extending the already 
existing ‘wall’ at the Mexico-US border and by putting 
pressure on Mexico to control Central American 
migrants. Trump pushed Guatemala to becoming a 
“third-safe country,”2 so that potential migrants to  the US 
would be forced to apply for entry into the United States  
from Guatemala and Mexico.

Mexican President López Obrador has argued for tackling 
the causes of migration through social programs and 
economic development in Central America. In a speech in 
May 2019, López Obrador said he had instructed his
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Border security is one out of three key components of 
Mexico-US Relations.1 Despite Mexico having borders 
with Guatemala and Belize as well as maritime borders in 
the Caribbean, the relevance of the Mexico-US border is 
evident. The United States is Mexico’s major trade 
partner and investor, with which cultural, social, political, 
and strategic ties are historic and profound.

Mexico and the United States share a border of around 
3,000 kilometers (or 1,954 miles). This border establishes 
geographical, economic, cultural and social interactions. 
It is a South-North border, since the countries involved 
are different not only in terms of the wealth they possess 
but when it comes to income distribution. 

The Mexico-United States border includes 48 border-
crossings and 330 ports of entry, which makes it one of 
the most dynamic and busy in the world. The statistics on 
cross-border travel are revealing. According to the US 
Department of Transport, in 2019, prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, there were 240 million passenger 
crossings of which: 188 million (79%) were passengers in 
personal Vehicles; and 49 million (20%) were pedestrians. 
In terms of vehicle crossings, there were 80 million in 
total, 92% of which involved personal vehicles; 
commercial trucks, including container trucks,  
comprised 8% of the total.

No such a detailed picture exists for traffic across the 
Mexico-Guatemala and Mexico-Belize borders. 
Traditionally Mexican authorities and citizens  have 
shown nothing but indifference toward the south border. 
In fact, to many Mexicans the word “border” applies only 
to the Mexico-US border, most probably due to the 
perception that going North may imply a better life.

Mexico, after the so-called “lost decade” and the coming 
into force of the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) on January 1st 1994, turned into a more 
industrial and services-oriented economy. Central 
American countries, however, remained attached to the 
production of commodities with marginal added value. 
After NAFTA, Mexico signed a Free Trade Agreement 
with Costa Rica, considered the most developed economy 
in Central American, which raised concerns about other 
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1The three pillars of bilateral Mexico-US Relations are trade, security and migration.
2 "Safe third country" agreements require migrants to seek asylum in the first country designated as "safe" they reach rather than proceed to a country of their 
choice. This means they have to stay in a country they don’t intend to.



SARSCoV2 has hit hard in both Mexico and the United 
States.  Depending on uncertain case counts, Mexico 
may have suffered the second highest per capita death 
toll in the world, above Brazil.

In Central America, SARSCoV2 has had a heavy toll in 
Panama -being an international maritime hub per 
excellence. The second worst hit country in the region 
is Costa Rica, followed by Guatemala and Honduras, 
although the death toll in Costa Rica is less dramatic 
than in the other two countries. El Salvador has also 
had a hard time with the virus. The figures for 
Nicaragua have been contested even by the World 
Health Organization, due to a lack of evidentiary 
transparency by the Nicaraguan authorities. President 
Daniel Ortega disappeared from public life for more 
than a month between March and April 2020, raising 
concerns about his health. Yet he has been skeptical 
about the disease.

With Joe Biden installed in the White House, many 
important border security decisions have been 
announced, in principle, reversing and altering Trump-
era policies. The number of refugees admitted into the 
US will increase by raising admission caps. President 
Biden has also authorized the preservation of 
deportation relief for unauthorized immigrants who 
arrived into the US as children. New construction  to 
US-Mexico border wall would stop. Additionally, he 
has proposed a very ambitious legislation which would 
create an eight-year path towards American citizenship 
for an estimated 10. 5 million unauthorized immigrants 
and increase the number of diversity visas.  These 
policies bring domestic political challenges, especially 
over claims they have contributed to a new surge of 
undocumented migrants.
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Foreign Minister to negotiate in conjunction with the US, 
Canada and other nations a plan for the development of 
the region. Results from  such efforts are likely only to 
appear in the middle and long terms. 

More immediately, Mexico faced strong pressure from 
the Trump administration to deal with undocumented 
migrants crossing into the U.S. The U.S. President 
threatened Mexico with economic sanctions if asylum 
seekers were not contained.In response, the López 
Obrador administration sent the newly created National 
Guard troops- originally intended to fight organized 
crime- to obstruct Central American migrants bound for 
the US. During 2019, Trump dramatically changed the 
face of migration into the US. Border apprehensions 
skyrocketed,as growing numbers of Central Americans 
families were blocked from seeking asylum in the U.S. . 
Faced with strict border control measures, they were 
forced to wait in camps on Mexican soil without 
assistance. Another devastating trend was the separation 
of migrant families while in US custody.

In 2020, SARSCoV2 changed again the face of migration. 
Mexico restricted nonessential travel across its border 
with the US in March 2020, while the authorities of El 
Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras also placed 
restrictions on movement. Apprehensions at the Mexico-
US border not only diminished dramatically, but 
Mexicans out-numbered non-Mexicans.
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Data for April 27th, 2021 at 11: 20 am.
Sources: INEGI, Johns Hopkins University & Medicine Coronavirus Resource Center



with the policewoman putting her knee on Victoria’s 
back, despite her claims she could not breath. A few 
minutes later Victoria lost consciousness and died. The 
autopsy revealed that Victoria’s cause of death was a 
spinal fracture most probably caused by the knee of the 
policewoman. This situation reminds us of the death of 
George Floyd in Minneapolis, in the US last May 25, 
2020 under similar circumstances.

The death of Victoria Salazar, mother of two children, 
led to several demonstrations and protests led by 
women and human rights organizations in Quintana 
Roo, Yucatán and other parts of the country, which 
were endorsed by politicians, Congressmen, and civil 
society. In El Salvador, President Bukele expressed his 
concern and promised to watch over Victoria’s 
children. Many claim crimes like this and even worse 
against migrants happen daily and go unpunished. 
Central Americans entering Mexico are exposed to 
extortion, violence, harassment, and exploitation by 
organized crime groups and smugglers. The more the 
“new normal” develops in Mexican politics thanks to 
vaccination, the more these problems may increase.

On a final note, it is important to look at the way 
vaccination is progressing across Latin America. 
According to Americas Society/Council of the 
Americas (AS/COA), as of April 23, 2021, Chile leads 
the way with 32.26% of its population fully vaccinated. 
Mexico is far behind with 4. 15% of its population fully 
vaccinated. Panama and Costa Rica seem look almost 
the same, with 4. 35% and 4.86% of their population
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President López Obrador and President Biden had a 
virtual meeting on March 1, 2021, where migration was 
at the top of the agenda. The meeting was also intended, 
according to Mexican authorities, to urge the Biden 
administration to share SARSCoV2 vaccines with 
Mexico. Two weeks later, it was announced that the 
Biden administration would be sending millions of 
leftover doses of the Astra Zeneka vaccine to help Mexico 
and Central America in fighting SARSCoV2. 

Once the vaccines announcement was made by Biden, 
Mexican authorities decided to close its southern border. 
This time there was not any threat of economic sanctions 
coming from the US but the perception gained ground 
that the Biden administration was deploying “vaccine 
diplomacy” at a time when the Mexican government is in 
desperate need of immunization for its population, and 
when President López Obrador will face mid-term 
elections that many Mexicans may use as a referendum 
on his performance during the pandemic -as it has been 
the case in other countries like New Zealand and the US.

Ironically the Mexican government has turned more 
trumpist against Central America in the early Biden era. 
On March 29, 2021 police officers in Tulum, Quintana 
Roo, arrested Victoria Salazar, a Salvadoran women, 
when a convenience store employee called 911 because 
the woman was “disturbing the public order.” Three 
policemen and a policewoman arrived at the scene. 
Videos shot by security cameras and bystanders show the 
officers subdued the Salvadoran woman on the street  
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Source: Americas Society/Council of the Americas, https://www.as-coa.org/articles/
timeline-tracking-latin-americas-road-vaccination
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fully vaccinated, respectively. It is worrisome though, that 
El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras rank at the bottom 
of the vaccination process in the region. 

The slow progress of vaccine roll out in Central America 
and Mexico  may prompt heightened migration flows, fed 
by fears of being left behind or forgotten in the fight 
against SARSCoV2, on top of the economic crisis 
evolving as a consequence of the pandemic. These 
problems will likely coexist with growing racism, 
intolerance and nationalistic attitudes in Mexico and the 
US, that, in turn, could increase human rights violations 
and crimes against undocumented migrants.  New 
pressures imposed by SarsCoV2 have thus created, from a 
Mexican and Central American perspective, a ‘new 
normal’ that looks distressingly like the old.
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