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The nearly 15 million people who call the Southern Border region home are part of a vibrant community 
that contributes to and strengthens our nation. But for decades, border communities have endured hyper 
militarization to the detriment of our economy, our safety, and our dignity. It’s time for common-sense bor-
der policies that revitalize, not militarize, our communities, and do the following: 

1. INVEST IN FISCALLY RESPONSIBLE BORDER ENFORCEMENT

Border communities want fiscally responsible, effective enforcement that upholds human rights and con-
stitutional protections, strengthens public safety, and facilitates the legitimate flow of people and goods. 
With the buildup of enforcement between the ports of entry over the last decade, land ports have been 
neglected, creating choke points that regularly cause crossing delays several hours long, inhibiting bina-
tional trade, exacerbating local air pollution and traffic congestion, and frustrating binational relationships. 
Congress should invest in port infrastructure and inspectors, not more walls and border patrol agents. 

(a)  Refuse to Spend Another Cent on a Costly Wall that Harms, Not Helps. The U.S. government 
has already wasted billions on the construction and maintenance of almost 700 miles of border fencing. 
Not only have these walls been costly, they have also cut off U.S. citizens and indigenous communities 
from their own lands, interrupted migration patterns of endangered animal species, caused flooding 
and environmental damage, and pushed migrants into remote and riskier terrain, leading to needless 
injuries and thousands of deaths. Walls - whether they are solid concrete, bollard fencing or levee walls 
- harm, not protect, our communities. Not a penny more should be wasted on walls.

(b)  Invest in Land Ports (Not Walls) to Facilitate Cross-Border Traffic and Trade. Every day, more 
than 500,000 people and almost 19,000 containers enter legally through our southern land ports.1 The 
majority of crossers are area residents who come to shop, do business, and visit, fueling our regional 
economy. The containers are destined to all 50 states, many arriving empty to load U.S. goods for sale 
in Mexico, a top export destination for heartland states such as Nebraska, Iowa, and Kansas.2 Nearly 
5 million jobs in the country are dependent on trade with Mexico, and delays are costing us billions of 
dollars a year.3 Efficient ports should be the funding priority for Congress.

(c)  Add Customs Inspectors (Not More Border Patrol Agents) to Create Jobs. Unlawful crossings 
between land ports of entry are at an all-time low, in part due to the growing economy in Mexico. The 
roughly 20,000 Border Patrol agents currently deployed at the southern border apprehend on average 
one individual per agent per month.4 The DHS Inspector General recently concluded there is no justifi-
cation for more agents.5 Adding port inspectors to facilitate trade and travel, however, would have a tre-
mendous economic benefit. A report by the U.S. Congress Joint Economic Committee estimated that 
adding 1,000 CBP inspectors would add $2 billion in revenue and more than 33,000 jobs each year.6

2. INCREASE OVERSIGHT, ACCOUNTABILITY & TRANSPARENCY OF CBP

Customs and Border Protection (CBP), which includes Border Patrol and the Office of Field Operations 
(port inspectors), is now our nation’s largest law enforcement agency. CBP has almost 60,000 employ-
ees, a stockpile of military equipment and surveillance technologies, and an annual budget of roughly 
$13 billion.7 To align with best law-enforcement practices, Congress should adopt the following legislative 
initiatives to assure the public that CBP is subject to 21st century police best-practices that strengthen 
oversight, accountability, and transparency. 
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(a)  Increase Oversight by Supporting Investigators Who Monitor CBP. The rapid buildup of CBP 
personnel has not been matched with a commensurate investment in oversight, which has led to 
agents engaging in corruption and abuse with impunity. The Homeland Security Advisory Council’s 
CBP Integrity Advisory Panel characterized CBP’s Office of Professional Responsibility (OPR) as 
“woefully understaffed” and the internal disciplinary process as “broken.”8 When compared to other 
policing agencies like the FBI, law enforcement experts concluded OPR had roughly half the neces-
sary investigators, adding that CBP’s failure to sufficiently staff OPR leaves the agency “vulnerable to 
a corruption scandal that could potentially threaten the security of our nation.” In light of these defi-
ciencies, Congress should prioritize hiring OPR investigators. In addition, Congress should restore the 
President’s proposed funding cuts and increase funding to the DHS Office of Inspector General, which 
has the power to investigate and refer CBP agents for criminal prosecution, and to DHS Civil Rights 
and Civil Liberties, which has independent authority to communicate directly with Congress and rec-
ommend policies that increase oversight, accountability, and transparency.

(b)  Increase Accountability by Equipping CBP Agents with Body-Worn Cameras. Congress 
should require the use of body-worn cameras for CBP personnel who interact with the public and direct 
the agency to promulgate regulations that protect the privacy of those recorded while promoting trans-
parency and accountability to the public. Body-worn cameras, when accompanied by a smart policy, 
have been shown to reduce the number of complaints against officers, decrease the number of exces-
sive force incidents, and help defend officers against baseless allegations of abuse. A growing number 
of city police departments, including San Diego, Phoenix, Albuquerque, and Dallas, are using body-
worn cameras to address concerns about police abuse and accountability. The initial cost to outfit the 
roughly 20,000 Border Patrol agents on the southern border would be about $1,000 per agent.9  

(c)  Increase Transparency by Requiring CBP Reporting on Corruption and Abuse. A report by 
the Homeland Security Advisory Council’s CBP Integrity Advisory Panel found that corrupt border 
agents are an urgent problem that pose a national security threat.10 Corruption scandals have tarnished 
the reputation of CBP.11 In addition, more than 50 people have been killed since 2010 and thousands 
more injured by CBP agents, including U.S. citizens, women, and children.12 In light of the public safety 
threat that unaccountable agents pose, Congress should require CBP to publicly report data on inci-
dents of corruption and uses of force, summaries of internal reviews, action taken by the agency to 
hold agents accountable, and reforms made to agency policies and training.

3. PROTECT CIVIL RIGHTS AND HUMAN LIFE

The protection of human life and civil rights is paramount to effective policing. Public safety and true secu-
rity depend on a partnership of trust between the community and law enforcement. But that trust is under-
mined when CBP asserts powers and engages in practices that jeopardize the lives and rights of border 
residents, travelers, and migrants. To build trust, Congress should take the following steps. 

(a)  Protect Civil Liberties in the Southern Border and beyond. Basic rights of people living in 
southern border communities have been eroded by the extraordinary powers granted to border agents 
to operate inside the United States and, under 8 USC 1357(a), to interrogate people, board and search 
vehicles, trains, and boats, and enter onto private property, all without a warrant. Congress should limit 
these powers to ensure constitutional rights apply to everyone inside the United States and to align 
CBP practices with other federal law enforcement agencies who do not have these same powers. 
Congress should also eliminate Border Patrol interior immigration checkpoints, where officials subject 
border residents to suspicionless stops, interrogations, and warrantless searches. These checkpoints 
interrupt daily commutes to work, school or errand runs and serve as a de facto stop and frisk, particu-
larly for communities of color.
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(c) Mitigate Border Deaths with Life-Saving Beacon Stations and Increased Air Support. U.S. deter-
rence policies have created a human rights crisis of migrant deaths, which average nearly 400 fatalities a 
year (the equivalent of more than one death a day). Congress should direct CBP to develop a comprehen-
sive, effective strategy to prevent migrant deaths. As a life-saving measure, CBP could mount more mobile 
beacon stations to add to the handful that are in place now. The beacon stations contain communication 
devices to call for help (like roadside phones), but there are not enough of them. CBP should place emer-
gency water at all beacons and/or allow humanitarian groups to place water there. Adding solar-powered 
Emergency 911 cell-phone relay devices (only allow for 911 calls) would allow migrants, residents and 
agents in these remote areas that lack cell-phone service to call for help. In addition, migrants are increas-
ingly passing through remote areas that cannot be easily accessed. Any plan should include air support to 
save people in this unforgiving terrain.

(b)  Require Data Collection to Address Profiling Concerns. To better understand biases in policing 
efforts and build trust in communities, many police agencies nationwide gather demographic data, such 
as age, gender and race. Following this best-practice would help support or dispel racial profiling alle-
gations made by border residents, many of whom have lived in the region for generations. Congress 
should require Border Patrol to gather and publicly report data on stops, searches, and arrests, aggre-
gated by demographics, during roving patrols and while conducting secondary inspections at interior 
checkpoints.13 

For any of the policy recommendations above, the Southern Border Communities Coalition will be happy to 
provide or review suggested legislative language. For more information, please contact:

Christian Ramirez 
SBCC Director 
christian@alliancesd.org
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