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Over the past decade, Mexico and Central AmericzeHzecome cen-
tral battlefields in the global “war on drugs,” wbh is creating an
increasingly unavoidable problem for the Unitedt&¢a The problem
goes beyond the obvious health issues that the tadg presents in-
ternationally; in addition to this, the violence and lawlessness resulting
from the drug war threatens to turn Mexico intoaed state. This
paper seeks to analyze the exact process by whisicbhas begun its
descent into failed statehood and create policygsestions to prevent
this outcome. This paper first analyzes some ofitdture that cur-
rently exists on Mexico’s drug war, as well as ifternational war on
drugs in general. In doing so, it draws on somehef prior observa-
tions that have been made in order to construdtemty that explains
the causes of state failure in Mexico. Through ittentification of
these causes, the paper renders policy suggestimismay serve to
reverse the process. This paper ultimately condubat the key threat
of state failure in Mexico is caused by the powedrag cartels, which
have undermined the state’s monopoly on the legiénuse of force.
Any policy that does not address the cartel’'s &pilo undermine the
state’s security apparatus will fail to effectivediop Mexico’s descent
into state failure.

Introduction

Few topics are more relevant to the national sgcwifi the United
States today than the crisis in Mexico, which thera to create a failed state
on the southern border. In 2009, noted internatioalations scholar John
Mearsheimer listed the ongoing drug war in Mexisotlee number one issue
that had been overlooked by President Obama, salyatg“There is the very
real possibility that Mexico will implode on Obamavatch and become a
failed state, which would surely cause serious lemob north of the Rio
Grande.* This claim has been echoed by Steven David, anctminent
scholar in the field of international relations, avktates in his boolCata-
strophic Consequencethat, “there is no question that if violent irstey
engulfs Mexico, American vital interests would becatened?®
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While no single definition of a “failed state” cently exists, one of
the most widely accepted indicators of state failis what Max Weber re-
ferred to as the “monopoly on the legitimate useploysical force” within a
state’s territory. In other words, failed stateseege when the ultimate author-
ity to provide security and enforce the rule of lammes from a power other
than the statd. By this qualification, Mexico certainly is notfailed state to-
day, but it does exhibit many characteristics ¢¢aptured state,” wherein the
state itself is manipulated by other actors --his tase drug cartels. There are
also some regions throughout Mexico’s territory mehdrug cartels have more
influence over the rule of law than the state, aad therefore be considered
“failed provinces” or “failed cities.” In these gm®ns, cartels freely murder
mayors, police officers, and journalists that afvadle their authority, some-
times within feet of police posts. Not only is thkexican state unable to pro-
vide security for its population, but cartels hamereasingly influenced gov-
ernment policy through intimidating, killing, or fing off state actors. As both
Mearsheimer and David suggest, state failure inibéewould have devastat-
ing effects for the United States. Some of thdevioe and lawlessness of the
drug war in Mexico have already begun to leak athe border. In 2005, the
governors of Arizona and New Mexico declared tHmirder regions with
Mexico to be a “disaster area” on the grounds thay were devastated by
human smuggling, drug smuggling, kidnapping, muraderd destruction of
property? There have also been recent concerns over soufézona be-
coming a “no-go zone” controlled by drug traffick&r These instances lend
credibility to the presupposition that “failed ei¢’ like the ones in Mexico
may begin to emerge in the United States as wdlleiico’s recent trends are
not reversed.

In this paper, | will examine the prospects for idexto avoid be-
coming a failed state. The first section will piser a background of the cur-
rent drug war, giving a historical analysis of hthe situation has developed to
what it is today. This section will examine theatpof past policies and how
they succeeded or failed to meet such goals. dm#éxt section | will provide
a review of debates and theories currently surrimgnthis topic and examine
the opinions, criticisms, and suggestions of expartthe field. | will then
begin the next section by briefly explaining homéan to test my own theory
on the conflict in Mexico. This theory posits tlzatrtel power relative to the
state apparatus is the central variable causingiddisxdescent toward failed
state status, and a policy to prevent state failust effectively reduce this
power. The next section will offer evidence to jsoi this theory and explain
the causal links between these variables. In demgt will offer policy sug-
gestions on how to reduce the power of cartelsrastbre the Mexican state’s
monopoly on the use of force. | will then end wathrief conclusion.

Background

The drug war in Mexico is not an isolated incident; rather, it is simply
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the next phase of an international conflict sevdesdades in the making. The
United States has dominated drug policy in Latinetica, and though it has
come a long way since its origins in the late 1980shas the drug trade itself.
This section will trace the history of the drug wlarough Latin America: first
by analyzing drug policy in Colombia, then by exaimg recent policies in
Mexico.

Colombia

While the United States has been concerned witly groduction in
Latin America since the Nixon Administration, it svaot until the late ‘80s
that the war on drugs began to truly escalate. April 8, 1986, President
Reagan issued National Security Directive No. 22hich stated that drug
trafficking directly threatened U.S. National Seguf The Reagan admin-
istration, as well as the administration of Geok#V/. Bush that followed,
placed an emphasis on eliminating the supply ofslfitom the foreign coun-
tries they were produced in before they made theay to the United
States. Such supply-side policies characterizeditidean Initiative that Pres-
ident Bush launched in 1989, which provided assts#ao Andean countries
that were embattled with drug traffickers. Coloenhias a central focus of this
aid, receiving over $600 million in aid over fivears’

By all accounts, the Andean Initiative failed wcamplish its goal of
reducing the supply of drugs in the United Statdsist like the supply-side
efforts of the Reagan administration, the Andedtialive was able to eradi-
cate a large amount of drug crops, but was unabpetmanently stem produc-
tion. Crop eradication, which has made up the wagbrity of U.S. counter-
narcotic aid to Colombia, also had several adveffaets® Instead of reduc-
ing the supply of drugs, the eradication of cropspty destroyed the liveli-
hoods of the small-scale farmers that cultivateshthfermenting in them a
sense of contempt and distrust of both Americamsthair own government.
As noted regional security expert Russell Crandaltes, “the tremendous
pressure these countries felt to conform to Wasbirig wishes and the result-
ing destruction of people’s livelihoods due to cremadication were only en-
dangering these nations’ already fragile democsatie

The main lesson learned from these measures washthaupply of
drugs on the international level could not be seapp The global market for
drugs, it seemed, functioned in the same way aso#mgr global commodity
market: when one source becomes compromised, anotikeemerges. This
phenomenon, known as the “balloon effect,” explaitgy supply-side tactics
have shifted the drug market geographically instefadiminishing it

During this period, U.S. aid to Colombia began ¢cus more and
more on military and police force in an effort tontbat the rising influence of
Colombian drug cartels. It was at this point tttee Colombian police and
military, in conjunction with U.S. advisors, begtreir “kingpin” strategy in
fighting the cartels. This strategy was centereciwasting or killing the lead-
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ers of the Cali and Medellin cartels that contl@olombia’s drug trad€.
The drugs themselves were no longer the focal point of policy; rather, it was
the criminal organizations that promoted instapitind threatened the Colom-
bian state.

This period also saw a rising concern over theeiss police reform.
Drug trafficking organizations had penetrated tbgeggnment on many levels,
especially in law enforcement. Efforts to imprdeg enforcement began in
the 1990s, but dramatic results were not seen aftét the implementation of
Plan Colombia, a U.S.-financed antinarcotics paekag 2000. Part of this
package was a “disengagement decree” passed Ifotbenbian government,
which gave authorities the power to dismiss anycpobfficer or soldier for
alleged corruption without the need of legal praliegs. This resulted in hun-
dreds of discharges from both the police and mylithue to suspected criminal
links. While this rather draconian decree wasdwaconstitutional in 2008, it
significantly reduced corruption by providing realcountability to the police
and armed forces. The decree was also suppleméytadibstantial salary
increases, which made law enforcement careers hpged he more account-
able and legitimate police force caused a sharpedse in crime and violence.
The annual reported number of kidnappings shruoin 8,000 in 2000 to 600
in 2008 and the number of extortion cases droppad £,000 in 2004 to 830
in 2007** The murder rate in Colombia, while still very hjghas dropped
from 67 homicides per 100,000 people in 2002 tin33)09*3

The narco-violence in Colombia has dissipated iiggmtly, but a
broader view calls in to question the effectivenet$).S. drug policy. The
destruction of the supply lines and power structiir€olombian cartels direct-
ly contributed to the rise of Mexican cartels. fasmer DEA Administrator
and Commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border PiotedRobert Bonner
notes, the increasing reliance of the drug trad#aavs through Central Amer-
ica and Mexico, “led the Mexican trafficking orgaations to create their own
distribution networks in the United States and uwitiMexico, eventually
eclipsing the Colombians’ influencé®” In this sense, it seems as though the
“ballooning” action of drug flows is accompanied aysimilar movement of
cartel power. Now, even after the destruction ofo@bian cartels, the drug
trade is just as profitable and violent as evers Qolombian activist Alvaro
Jiménez Millan once said, “what Plan Colombia daksvtransfer the violence
to Mexico and move the cocaine to Africa [and] Faeo Is that success?”

Mexico Confronts the Cartels

While Mexico has been a relatively stable democrfacydecades, its
political scene was completely dominated by thditutional Revolutionary
Party (PRI) until the election of Vicente Fox inQf0 Before then, the PRI-led
government, having been in power for 70 years, éstdblished strong ties
with many drug cartels, allowing them unhinderediitrial control as long as
they kept violence to a tolerable level. As Stelavid notes, “with one party
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in charge of political power, jobs, and fundingpitovided “one stop shop-
ping” for the drug lords to increase their influenand ensure noninterfer-
ence.*®

Over his six year term, Vicente Fox made confraptartel influence
within the government, and law enforcement in patér, his top priority, but
in a political environment with such widespreadraption he found that the
only way to do so was to centralize the police wride own jurisdiction. He
created two supposedly incorruptible federal police agencies; the Federal
Agency of Investigation (AFI) and the Subattornegn@ral’'s Office for Spe-
cial Investigation of Organized Deliquency (SEIDO)Unfortunately, both of
these agencies became deeply infiltrated by drug cartels; 457 AFI officers were
indicted on corruption charges by 2005, and in 20@8head of SIEDO was
imprisoned for working with cartef§.

Municipal police forces, in some cases, were evens& Fox re-
placed the entire police force of Nuevo Laredo wite Mexican military in
2005, and the military was later sent to the Micldmaand Chihuaha provinces
to restore order once the local police forces hagtgn to be too corrupt.

In 2006, Fox's predecessor, Felipe Calderén, gpdetlared war on
the drug cartels, officially beginning the “war drugs” as it currently exists in
Mexico. Calderon continues to rely on the Mexicaititary to conduct his
intensified counternarcotic operations. Althougilitexry presence persists, the
Calderén administration has recognized the needherpolice to be at the
helm of law enforcement operations and has seesidenably more success in
the area of police reform than the Fox adminigtrati Calderén’s secretary of
public security, Génaro Garcia Luna, has implenterigorous new screening
practices for police hires and current membershenforce. He has already
carried out many arrests of federal, state, andicipal officers, having
purged 284 federal police in June of 2007 aloneexibhn police are now re-
quired to bare their credit card and bank accowsbmit to polygraph tests,
and reveal their family members -- all to screenplossible cartel connections.
Although reforms that increase oversight have hisatly been met with pro-
test (beat police in Mexico City walked out on thebs in response to reforms
in 1997)?° these oversight mechanisms have actually beenrgantied by an
increase in recruitment, with a 30% increase sedhea federal police force in
2009 aloné€! In order to stop the corruption associated witlsting police
agencies, Calderdn has also suggested replacingcd/exwo federal police
forces with a single, highly professional orgarni@matmodeled after European
law enforcement agencies, and Luna is now pushimghe elimination of
Mexico’s municipal police agencies in an effortitmorporate them into the
state policé?

Help from the U.S.

Due to the historically widespread corruption in Xitan law en-
forcement, the United States has been hesitanbdperate with its southern
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neighbor. Information sharing has been discouragedmany U.S. law en-
forcement agencies fear this intelligence wouldpynibe forwarded to cartels.
Even supposedly trustworthy allies in Mexico hawem corrupted, such as
former drug czar General JesUs Gutiérrez Rebollm was arrested in 1997
for collaborating with the Juarez cartel monthemfhe U.S. drug czar praised
him as a “guy of absolute, unquestioned integrify.In the same year, the
DEA publicly commented that, “there is not one #nlgw enforcement insti-

tution in Mexico with which the DEA has an entirétysting relationship?*

However, recent years have seen a shift away fhisrfrictional rela-
tionship. In 2005, the Security and Prosperitytiaship of North America
(SPP) was signed between Presidents George W. &wslicente Fox and
Canadian Prime Minister Paul Marfih. This partnership established working
groups to address external threats to North Amgdosate streamlined and
secured shared borders, and strengthen preventionresponse techniques
within North America?® Then, in 2008, President Bush and Felipe Calderén
signed a three year, $1.4 billion security agredncatied the Mérida Initia-
tive, which provided funding and equipment for M&d counternarcotic oper-
ations. This initiative greatly increased the lewé cooperation and infor-
mation sharing between the two states and establidte goals of breaking the
power and impunity of criminal organizations, stigening regional security
systems, reforming the justice system, and diminglthe demand for drugs
in Mexico and Central Americg.

There is much debate as to whether or not the &fPthe Mérida
Initiative were effective in their goals or evertlieir goals were appropriate.
As the next section will explore in more detaiken is much controversy as to
whether these programs were truly concerned witheasing cooperation and
preventing state failure in Mexico or if they wesienply mechanisms through
which the United States could expand the jurisdictf its own security poli-
cies.

Literature Review

The drug war in Mexico is an extremely complicafgdblem and
almost all policies or suggestions have been rit& wontroversy. This sec-
tion seeks to examine the current debate over effiattive policies in Mexi-
co’s drug war look like. This debate is essentiallit between those who
believe that drug policy and regional security baelved to address the im-
portant causes of the conflict in Mexico and thaede® believe that a major
shift in policy is still required. Among those whdvocate a shift, further divi-
sions exist as to what exactly this shift shoulthitn

Bilateralism (or Lack Thereof)
The aforementioned Robert Bonner takes the stiratepolicy in the
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Mexican drug war should be formed around the exangplthe policies em-
ployed in Colombia. A staunch supporter of the.th&cked policy in Colom-
bia, Bonner points to the kingpin strategy as aangde of a good crime-
fighting policy. Bonner states that, “success mldinbia hinged on identify-
ing, locating, and capturing the kingpins and kieytenants of the organiza-
tions that made up the Cali and Medellin cartelde refutes the argument that
such policies only create a power vacuum, arguistead that, “not anyone
can effectively run a large, multinational drugfficking organization.?® His
points seem to be well-founded, as both the Madelid Cali cartels that
dominated the drug trade in Colombia were bothctiffely routed by 1996,
after the death of their leaders.

However, Bonner does qualify the effectivenespufely offensive
tactics such as the kingpin strategy. He asskatsit must be the police, not
the armed forces, which ultimately win the battgiast cartels. He notes that
the military is ill-suited to the task of crime fiting, which requires,
“investigations to support prosecutions, the rdorant of informants, and the
use of electronic surveillance to gather eviderféeBonner’s only critique of
U.S. anti-narcotics policies in Colombia and Mexisahat funding packages
sent the wrong messages to these governments @athestages of conflict by
focusing on military aid. In the Mérida Initiativpist as in the Andean Initia-
tive, the majority of early aid went to militaryespding®

More adamant supporters of U.S. counter-narcqaties, such as
Steven Hendrix, defend this military funding duehe unfortunate reality that
civilian law enforcement and police are simply nesady to confront the well-
armed and well-organized drug cartels in Mexiceen#fix frames funding the
military as an action that will buy the Mexican gonment the time it needs to
properly reform the polic#. Though Bonner is critical of militarization, he i
in the same line of thinking as Hendrix, charaeiag the Mérida Initiative’'s
military emphasis as a necessary “stopgap measure.”

Hendrix also underscores the more progressivefeabf the Mérida
initiative. Perhaps the most important aspecheflhitiative is its emphasis on
information sharing between U.S. and Mexican lafioe@ment institutions.
This marks a significant departure from the bilatgmolicies of the past, which
were characterized by a lack of trust and repetéstiiction infringements$®
The initiative also emphasizes the modernizatioMexkico’s judicial system,
with much of the funding going towards trainingipelforces on human rights
and supplying lie detector tests for vetting polieeruits. In order to ensure a
corruption-free process, personnel in charge af tetting will in turn be vet-
ted by U.S. law enforcemett.

Unfortunately, as Bonner observes, “it will be el years before the
Mexican Federal Police are strong enough to tales this war from the army.
And even then, the military will likely have to &ststhe police in confronting
heavily armed paramilitary units of the cartels.’For most critics of security
policy in Mexico this is not acceptable, nor is tledative amount of funding
allocated to the military. While the Mérida Inifize does provide funding for
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institutional reform and set up mechanisms forgrational cooperation, it is
not enough. Forty percent of Mérida’s funding a#lecated for military pur-

poses’ as opposed to less than one quarter to judicfarmeand institution

building®’

These critics, who include the majority of expeartsthis topic, view
the war on drugs thus far to be a failure. Acaagdio this school of thought,
Mérida, like the SPP, is simply another manifestatif the dominance of U.S.
priorities in the regional security polity.

In her critique of security integration in North A&nica, Monica Ser-
rano explains how U.S. security theories have dataih security policies in
North America through initiatives such as Méridalahe SPP. One of these
theories, which she refers to as “security maxitorg’ is based on the belief
that there is essentially no limit to resourced gfeould be allocated to the
heightening of securiti Security-maximizing logic ignores the trade-offs
and unintended consequences that come from incteaseirity measures and,
therefore, is potentially counterproductive. Frample, the increased military
spending in Mexico, while intended to combat criafity, also funded an in-
stitution with a long history of corruption and hamrights abuses. As the
military becomes more corrupt, the possibility ttfas funding is going direct-
ly to cartels also emerges.

In their study on law enforcement in Latin Amerisaciologists Lu-
cia Dammert and Mary Malone examine another U.Surity theory: “zero
tolerance” law enforcement. As opposed to “comrmyubased” law enforce-
ment, which focuses on preventative action and conity participation, the
“zero tolerance” approach is much more aggresswil, an emphasis on de-
terring crime through serious punishments and lighst rates. Community
based strategies have the long term goals of dengp&ictimization and in-
creasing the trustworthiness of police forces,leviero tolerance strategies
seem to assume that the confiscation of illegalemals and the arrests of
criminals are enough to subdue crifeln Latin America, the “zero toler-
ance” approach also often deteriorates into a sspre and overly aggressive
style. As Dammert and Malone explain, this is lnseamost Latin American
countries such as Mexico lack the same police me$prinfrastructure, and
funding that have made zero tolerance policies mally effective in the
United State$?

Manuel Pérez Rocha joins Monica Serrano in heicistin of regional
security policies. The SPP, Rocha asserts, islgimpwider framework by
which the United States has guaranteed its twohbeig to the north and
south subordinate and adopt measures... to guarasiteecurity priorities and
extend its security perimetet'” In this framework, the security priorities of
the United States are not entirely in line withghf Mexico, and this dispari-
ty leads to the adoption of policies that are cerproductive for the security
of the Mexican state and its people. The Méridaaltive’s emphasis on mili-
tary funding and hardware, according to Rocha, bas not out of the belief
that the military was the best institution for jbe at the time, but rather out of
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the understanding that military presence in botdems like Ciudad Juarez
and Nuevo Laredo were necessary for the securitiyeo$outhern U.S. border.

Mexican Domestic Policy

Rocha, like almost all critics of the drug warusps the use of the
military as inefficient, even counterproductive, sgying, “more military in-
volvement in the drug war has increased corruptithin the institution, gen-
erated human rights violations, and failed to makeent in the narcotics
trade.”” Indeed, between 2000 and 2008 there were 2,9§iSteeed com-
plaints against the military to the Mexican Natibruman Rights Commis-
sion (CNDH) and 6,874 recorded violations to ciuilarantee$® One hundred
thousand soldiers also deserted the army betweé@ a6d 2006, providing
experienced new recruits for the carféls.

Former Costa Rican Vice President Kevin Casas-Zarsoggests that
the sole focus of drug and security policy in Mexghould be on reforming
the police and judicial institutions so as to confrcartel power within the
government. “Mexico’s problem is not territoriadrdrol, but the penetration
of public institutions... by organized crime,” he éaips®® Casas-Zamora
insists the only important figure in Mexico’s drugr is that 98.5 percent of
crimes go unpunishei. A successful policy, he asserts, will be one that
proves the conviction rate. Using the militarydieter short term violence will
not improve this as long as the police force isit@dficient or corrupt to con-
duct proper investigations. In short, Casas-Zansorapletely rejects the use-
fulness of the military at all and sees little &methe kingpin strategy.

Security policy expert George Grayson has a moanced view of
the subject. While he notes that “continued re&léaon the military to pursue
the drug lords is a recipe to broaden corruptiothiwithe armed forces,” he
also acknowledges that, “the creation of a profesd| honest, national police
force is a pipedreanf” In the absence of any truly desirable crime figgt
force, Grayson simply stresses the importance wéldeing intelligence net-
works, regardless of the institution responsibledoing so. Grayson has ap-
plauded the increased cooperation and informati@misg between U.S. and
Mexican intelligence units since the Mérida Iniiat This cooperation was
instrumental in December 2009, when DEA intelligehelped Mexican forc-
es locate and kill Arturo Beltran Leyva, head of tBeltran Leyva cartel, as
well as capture Teodoro Garcia Simental, head mireor operation south of
Tijuana’®

While he acknowledges its clear limits, Graysoridwels Calderon’s
war on drugs to be a tolerable, even necessargypoll he kingpin strategy is
certainly not the key to victory, but the succebksfkecution of complex law
enforcement operations, such as the killing of elt_eyva, are symptomatic
of a well-functioning law enforcement institutiokccording to Grayson's
analysis, it may be too early in the game to abartbe crackdown on cartels.
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Former Mexican foreign minister Jorge Castafieda,af the harshest
and most vocal critics of Mexico’'s drug war, argtleat the increase in vio-
lence and cartel power in recent years is thdtre§unot the cause for, Calde-
ron’s war on Mexican drug cartels. This point is not without merit; there were
over 5,800 drug-related killings in Mexico in 2068mpared to 2,100 in 2006
when Calderon’s crackdown beg#n.Spikes of violence also coincide with
military action against cartels; for example, the months following the death of
Arturo Beltran Leyva were the deadliest months iexMo’s anti-cartel opera-
tions, and saw the execution of the family of a Mar Marine who aided in
Leyva’s death?

Instead of confronting the cartels, Castafiedas dall a “tacit deal”
with some drug cartels, which would permit thenttmtinue to operate their
illegal businesses in exchange for curbing viokmis> This seems to entail a
return to the previous system under the PRI, wherstate acted as an arbiter
for drug cartels. Robert Bonner is openly critiohthis suggestion, as is Ste-
ven David, who observes that, “no society can naintself indefinitely while
tolerating pervasive criminal activity in its midsf David insists that toler-
ance of illegal activity creates a sense of sdo@plessness that undermines
the rule of law as well as the government that sapgly enforces it.

Although Castafieda insists that the increase@n@d signifies a fail-
ure of bilateral policy, the goals of these polcleave not actually been to de-
crease violence. Neither the SPP nor the Méridatine had stated goals of
decreasing violence. Mérida supporters such aeBtedendrix even acknowl-
edged that “the Mérida Initiative may actually iease levels of violence in
Mexico as organized crime fights back.”Hendrix suggests that the U.S. con-
cern in the region is more concerned with preventire development of narco
-states and kleptocratic regimes than it is witkvpnting violence in the short
term. Success, therefore, is measured more throogtuption levels than
through murder rates.

U.S. Domestic Policy

It is widely recognized that the profitability tfe drug trade is fueled
by the massive demand from the United States. ryBxear, the United States
illegally imports more than 200 tons of cocainep@53ons of marijuana, 15
tons of heroin, and 20 tons of methamphetanifieSlore than 90 percent of
the cocaine and most of the marijuana and methatapirees come through
Mexico>® These drugs feed a $200 billion a year indudiat taters to 13
million Americans every montff. The success of efforts to decrease this de-
mand has been minimal; between 2002 and 2008, the number of illicit drug
users in the US decreased by less than half operzent’

Jorge Castafieda and George Grayson both agreth¢hanhly effec-
tive way to address this huge rate of consumptiay be to legalize drugs on
both sides of the border. To be sure, this wowldattually decrease the de-
mand for drugs; rather, it would transform the dynamics of the drug market so
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that drug dealers do not reap such immense pfofits it. Legalization is an
example of what prominent drug expert Ethan Nadetmafers to as a “harm
reduction” policy, rather than a “demand reductipolicy. Reducing demand,
as Nadelmann observes, is next to impossible; “There’s virtually never been a
drug-free society, and more drugs are discovereddenised every year® A
harm reduction policy, by contrast, would focusaambing the negative social
effects of drugs, rather than the supply or den@fndrugs themselves. There
is no doubt that drugs have negative effects orisohealth, but at least in
Mexico the costs of prohibition far outweigh thell costs of drugs.

Resear ch Design

Drug and security policies in Mexico have thusftiled to eliminate
the threat of state failure or state capture. eStadtitutions continue to be pen-
etrated by criminal elements and in some regioes#ntels have more authori-
ty over the legitimate application of force anderalf law than the state does.
This is because many past policies have eitheréghor failed to significantly
impact the underlying problem of cartel power. Thé&.-dominated security
paradigm for the region has historically focusedototking the flows of drugs
and violence into the United States, yet as Mofiearano notes, “while all of
these problems meet at the border, none of thera tiair roots there®® To
wait until the problems associated with the druaglér reach the border is to
ignore the true threat: the possibility of statéufe or state capture in Mexico.

In the next section, | will provide my own analysithe conflict in
Mexico and examine why exactly Mexico is descendiogard failed state
status. In diagnosing the cause of state failurgléxico, | also hope to build
policy suggestions that may effectively cure ih the following pages, | will
argue that the central catalyst of state failurBl@xico is the loss of the state’s
monopoly on the application of force within itsrigry.

However, to say that Mexico is descending towailddastate status
because the state has lost its monopoly on theérede use of force would be
to ignore the full spectrum of causality. Max Welbas already made this
analysis, albeit not through a specific case stady so to point out this con-
nection would be a touch repetitive. Therefongilll further argue that the loss
of the Mexican state’s monopoly on the applicatidrforce is caused by the
power of drug cartels relative to the state, whichurn is maintained through
the ability of the cartels to outbid the state atthquasi-military and economic
terms.

The full spectrum of causality, then, is as folfowartels are able to
influence virtually any state or non-state actands this is a relatively micro
case study, individuals will be considered actthigugh either intimidation or
bribery, giving them the ability to operate withpmmity and even eclipse the
state in some areas of Mexico. This, in turn, umilees the state’s monopoly
on the legitimate use of physical force, which pudexico in danger of becom-
ing a failed state. Therefore, | argue that ineortb avoid state failure, the
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Mexican government must assert its monopoly onlég@gimate use of force
by curbing the power of cartels. This will be resw task, so as | provide an
analysis of the methods through which cartels obaaid maintain their power,
I will also outline specific policy suggestions faow these methods can be
stopped.

Avoiding State Failure

In this section, | will make my case for a politwat effectively reduc-
es cartel power in Mexico. | will begin by reviewji evidence for why Mexico
is in danger of becoming a failed state and expiginvhy cartel power is the
central determinant of this danger. Then, | wilbyade suggestions for poli-
cies that would successfully reduce cartel powex tevel where they are una-
ble to threaten the state’s monopoly on the uderot, which would therefore
prevent Mexico from becoming a failed state.

Cartel Power and State Failure

There is some disagreement as to whether or naicelas truly in
danger of becoming a failed state. Jorge Castafied@xample, insists that
Mexico faces no such danger, as the state is ne méltrated by crime today
than it has been over the last thirty ye&r®©thers simply point to the fact that
although Mexico seems dangerous, the national hdeniate is less than half
that of Brazil and less than one quarter that afézeiela"

Both of these claims miss the bigger picture. Qution of state ac-
tors is only one of several methods through whialtets gain power, and
while higher homicide rates are characteristicailefl states, they are not per-
fect indicators of state failure. The most acanafly to measure Mexico’s
descent toward state failure is to examine thee'stahonopoly on the use of
force, and when the state can only punish 1.5 pérgkcrimes and cannot
protect itself from cartel reprisals, it is clehat this monopoly has been lost.

However, this does not mean that Mexico is culyeatfailed state.
The state still retains its monopoly on the uséoofe in most of the country.
But there are various areas, mostly near the bovdwgre it does not. Ciudad
Juarez, which annually experiences 173 murdersl@@r000 peoplé is per-
haps the most drastic example of this (by comparideere are 27 murders for
every 100,000 people in Sud&n).In one of the most telling examples of the
Mexican state’s loss of monopoly on the use ofdpduarez Police Chief Rob-
erto Ordufio Cruz was forced to resign in 2009 dfierJuéarez cartel followed
through on its threat to kill a police officer eyet8 hours until he resignéd.

Instances like this are not limited to Juéarez; the police chief in the
nearby town of Praxedis, G. Guerrero, recently dbaad her post and sought
asylum in the United Stat&%. Throughout the country, a total of 17 mayors
have been killed in the last year alSfeAreas such as these, where cartels, not
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the state, have the final say in matters of pubdcurity can be considered
failed cities.

So, if Mexico itself is not a failed state, buthat a state with several
failed cities, then the ultimate measure of failisewhen cartels are able to
exercise the same level of influence as they havailed cities like Juarez on
the national level. Mexico certainly has not reztthhis level yet. Although
cartels have been able to corrupt and assassewders on the national level,
this phenomenon is not nearly as widespread aoit ithe local level, and high
ranking federal authorities have never fled to theted States for asylum or
resigned for fear of cartel retribution in recerstory.

From these examples, it is not difficult to see vaaytel power is the
principal catalyst of Mexico’s descent toward stiiture. These are not in-
stances of the state shooting itself in the foot,are they symptoms of popular
unrest or economic hardship. Every instance ofdiseriorating rule of law,
from the corruption and deaths of state actorhiéohigh rates of homicide in
certain areas, are direct results of cartels grapfor power. If the state is to
restore the rule of law and regain its monopoltlen use of force throughout
its territory, then it must arrive at a point whexatels are no longer able to
directly influence regional or national policymagerlt is inevitable that some
police will continue to die and be corrupted, buayors and police chiefs
should not have to bow to the wishes of cartel éassven in small towns.

Components of Cartel Power

As previously stated, the central variable of Mess descent toward
state failure is the power of drug cartels relativéhe Mexican state, but mak-
ing this connection is not enough to base a sufidgsslicy on. It is also nec-
essary to understand theocessthrough which drug cartels are able to achieve
this power. This section will analyze how exaatirtels achieve their power
in order to better understand how cartel power tmdees the state’s monopo-
ly on the legitimate application of force. It wdlso explain how this process
can be stopped.

One useful way to examine cartel power is by loglkahan ultimatum
that is often presented by cartels: “plata o plohfsifver or lead?). This ques-
tion reveals the two techniques that cartels empdogssert their power: brib-
ery and intimidation. Cartels in Mexico have groterbe incredibly effective
at both, and whenever one method fails the othervdh almost certainly pre-
vail. The ability of cartels to pursue both stgis so efficiently is essentially
where they derive the power that undermines thie’stanonopoly on the use
of force.

Plata: A Cost-Benefit Analysis of Cartel Organipati

“Plata” oriented tactics make up the soft powecaitels. This kind
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of power gives cartels their influence within thiats apparatus, encourages
corruption, and pushes Mexico toward becoming duced state more than a
failed one. In order to understand how drug caritelMexico use these meth-
ods to assert their power, an analysis of the @skkbenefits of the drug trade
is necessary.

The two central actors in the drug war are thegdrartels and the
Mexican state. To be sure, these are not theamibys, but for the purposes of
this section they are the most relevant ones. Bechoth actors are inherently
opposed to each other, they are constantly undargiithe other’'s power
while trying to bolster their own. Since this povie derived from the people
that work for each actor, this power struggle isnvay attracting more and
better human capital. Working for either sidehistconflict poses certain ben-
efits and risks, and so the side that can offebtst benefit-to-risk ratio would
ostensibly attract more human capital and thus ggiower advantage. There-
fore, a coherent policy in this area would concaeton four areas: increasing
the benefits and decreasing the risk of state catipe, and decreasing the
benefits and increasing the risk of cartel coopenat

One of the state’s key problems is that so mangsadwn army and
police officers are won over by cartels, and iéd@sy to see why. The average
salary for a police officer in Mexico is about US83a month, while the for-
mer chief security official in Nuevo Leon, Carlagudegui, estimated that car-
tels can pay off policemen at rates closer to US%8@nonttf’ Federal police
officers, who generally handle drug trafficking @stigations, make more than
that (between US$14,000 and US$24,000 a year)cdmiels have also been
known to pay moré® In fact, cartels have even paid high enough pifiee to
buy U.S. Customs agents, who generally start oabatit $70,000 a year. One
such a case occurred in 2009, when it was discdwthiad a customs inspector
named Luis F. Alarid made around $200,000 in jufgva months by helping
cartels smuggle drug shipments across the bortiterAlarid’s case, working
with the cartels was so profitable that the sevear prison sentence he knew
that he would receive did nothing to deter him.isT¢ase is by ho means an
isolated incident, as arrests of Custom and BoRietection agents have in-
creased by 40 percent in the last few y&ars.

The obvious solution to this problem is simplyitorease the wages
of police officers so that it becomes more benafito be an honest police of-
ficer than to risk a law enforcement career on Wwaykvith drug cartels. Some
progress has been made in this area already; Génaro Garcia Luna’s reforms
have included salary increases much like the ss@depolice reforms that
were seen in Colombia in the last dec&tddowever, it also appears that the
Mexican state may never be able to resolve thigadlity in benefits merely by
increasing the benefits it offers. With the immemsofitability of the drug
trade, cartels seem to be able to buy allies alearg} of government, and have
even been able to plant spies within the presidesffice/* What is more, the
drug cartels are very conscious of the importarficeaintaining this edge. For
example, after the Mexican army raised the morghlgry for soldiers to about
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US$1100 per month in 2007, the cartels promptlybded that amount as the
standard pay for its own méh.

Nonetheless, there are other ways for the stateh@eve a favorable
benefit-to-risk ratio relative to the cartels. Omay would be to reduce the
benefits that cartels are able to offer, which wlogtail an attack on the prof-
itability of the drug trade. Unfortunately, drugligy in Mexico, much like
security policy, is heavily influenced by the Unit8tates and is generally inef-
ficient at making a significant impact on the dtrade. U.S. drug policy relies
on zero-tolerance methods that focus on reducirgg dbmand for drugs
through prosecution and interdiction. Howeverpesviously mentioned, U.S.
demand has remained constant, with illicit drugkingup a $200 billion in-
dustry that caters to an estimated 13 million Akears each month. U.S. drug
policy also targets supply by attempting to intptrthe flow of illicit drugs
before they reach the border. The United Statesdsp $40 billion dollars a
year trying to intercept drug flows, but only 5186 percent of illegal drugs
coming into the United States are actually seiZedvleanwhile, the United
Nations estimates that 70% of drug shipments wbakk to be intercepted to
significantly impact the drug trad&.

In light of the failure of both demand and suppdguction policies,
the best way to undermine the profitability of tireg trade may be to consider
the legalization of some drugs just as Castafiedaystn, and Nadelmann
have suggested. As a 2001 articleThe Economisput it, “drugs are expen-
sive... partly because their price reflects the dangershmed in distributing
and buying them”™ The legalization of drugs on both sides of thedko
would eliminate these dangers, and therefore leaa inuch lower price for
drugs. This would significantly decrease the pgrofargins of Mexican drug
cartels, disabling them from offering such highcps for allegiances.

Legalization entails a drastic departure from @ntional drug policy
as advocated by the United States. In the pastJttited States has pressured
Mexico away from legalization and decriminalizatimeasures, such as Presi-
dent Fox’s proposal in 2006, which was eventuadleeted by the Mexican
Congress after Washington came out strongly agaiffstNonetheless, Mexi-
co eventually decriminalized the possession of krma@ounts of marijuana,
heroin, cocaine, and other drugs in 2609While this is substantially more
than the United States has done, it is only a §itsp. This policy does not
decrease the profitability of the drug trade; it merely frees up the law enforce-
ment resources that have been squandered on ptiogedrug users instead of
more dangerous criminals. If legalization measimddexico are to affect the
cost-benefit ratio of the Mexican drug cartelsythaust address the production
and distribution of drugs, not just the consumption

Both states should at least consider the comjgegtdization of mari-
juana. This would certainly hurt some Mexican elattas cannabis production
currently accounts for around 20 to 50 percentaofet profits’® There is al-
ready some political inertia in both states for full legalization; after the passage
of its decriminalization law, Mexico has alreadygha to move toward legali-
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zation, and although marijuana is still fully iledlgn most states in the United
States, around 40 percent of Americans say thatjuaaa should be taxed,
controlled and regulated like alcoH8l.In other words, the full legalization of
marijuana may be a controversial issue, but itispolitically impossible and

it would mean a significant loss in the benefitsttbartels could offer.

It is important that the state also focus on offgiower-risk opportu-
nities in addition to relatively higher-benefit ane There is significantly less
work to be done in this area, as it is generaltgaay more dangerous to be
involved in the drug trade than it is to stay ofiito Being employed by a car-
tel means attracting fire not only from law enforemt but also from other
cartels. In fact, the majority of the killings dities like Juarez and Nuevo La-
redo are between rival drug cart®s.

There will always be some dangers inherent in lafereement jobs,
regardless of the environment, but there are sonmgat steps that the Mexi-
can state can take to improve the safety of itwpdbrce. One such example
is Secretary Génaro Garcia Luna’s suggestion afiditing Mexico’s local
and municipal police agencies and incorporatingnttieto the state policg.
Local police officers are generally more at risk Bwth being corrupted and
assassinated because, as former Federal PolicEEzigar Millan Gomez stat-
ed, “local police forces have the most contact,niwest presence in the streets,
so they are the most infiltratef” Since local police work in the same general
area that they live in, the cartel elements thay ttome into contact with are
often familiar with them. Cartels use this knovgedo threaten police as well
as their families in order to extort or intimidatem® Local police depart-
ments are viewed as so ineffective that AmericarADiicials still refuse to
work with them for fear that it would put them &k. The proposed restruc-
turing of local police agencies may help reducertbke associated with local
police by offering a broader geographic area fdicefs to work in and by in-
trogucing them to the stronger oversight mechanisfrthe state police forc-
es.

Policies that decrease the risks for uncorruptcgotifficers go hand-
in-hand with policies that increase risks for thtis@ choose to work with car-
tels. Increasing oversight and anti-corruption sme@s within law enforce-
ment institutions is the most obvious way to do so; an increased likelihood of
being discovered and more severe punishments isignily increase the risks
for police officers that choose to become involwéth cartels. This was the
main pillar of the disengagement decree in Colonalmid it has been the big-
gest measure of Garcia Luna’s success so far.

However, not all cartel members work within theipelforce or other
public institutions. For this reason, in orderttoly affect the risks involved
with the drug trade the police must be able tochttdl cartel members, wheth-
er they are inside or outside of state institutioRsr this reason, a “tacit deal”
like the one that Jorge Castafieda suggests maystepan the wrong direc-
tion. The logic behind his suggestion is that @tal negotiation with cartels
may decrease the risk associated with cartel irvoént, it would also make
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police officers and innocent civilians safer. Howee this reasoning assumes
that cartels can be trusted enough to follow thihoag such a deal. In reality,
the only guarantee would be that cartels could atpewith relative impunity
while the safety of others would hinge entirelytba discretion of the cartels.

Castafieda’s suggestion also ignores historicadsre Although the
current environment in Mexico may seem violentisimarkedly less so now
than it was under the PRI, when the governmenhédic a “tacit deal” of sorts
with the cartels. Indeed, in 2008 the murder mat®Mexico was 12 for every
100,000 people, down from 17 in 1997 and 20 in 1¥88Blegotiation is not a
realistic policy in any case, as Garcia Luna hasligy come out harshly
against it, asserting that “we [the government] @rkgated to confront crime.
That is our job, that is our duty, and we will monsider a pact®

Plomo: Public Security and the Threat ofi® Cartels

Unfortunately, gaining a relatively favorable cbsnefit ratio over
the cartels may not be enough for the state taa@esartel power in Mexico.
Whenever cartels seek to improve their cost-benraiiv, they have historically
done so through killing or intimidating those wharsd in their way. The last
two police chiefs of Ciudad Juarez resigned duthteats from cartef§and
the cartels have assassinated targets as higtepasfthe chief of the Mexican
federal police Edgar Millan G6m&zand gubernatorial candidate Rodolfo Tor-
re Cantf® Cartels also frequently coerce innocent civiliamsassist in the
drug trade under the threat of violence, in extraragses transforming entire
towns such as Aguascalientes into drug runningatjoers in only two or three
years. Although many civilians are hesitant toigeblved with cartels, local
police forces often do not offer any sort of pratat, and so death threats are
understandably effectivi.

Inability to provide public goods such as secuittya criterion for
state failure, and it creates an environment tHatva cartels to thrivé" In
order to avoid this, the Mexican state needs taensafety for those who do
not cooperate with cartels. The kingpin stratedyogated by Robert Bonner
is useful because it sends the message that nstabers, and especially lead-
ers, are not safe. However, as critics of thiategy, such as Kevin Casas-
Zamora, are right to point out, this strategy hagesy limited use. Casas-
Zamora characterizes Calderdn’s crackdown as atjireg [of] military victo-
ries,” or a sort of PR campaign against the caffel& PR campaign may in-
deed be necessary to maintain public support fergivernment, but when
cartels counter with PR campaigns of their own fimgting beheadings on
Youtube, for example), the notion that cartels mwe safe is accompanied by
the notion that those who oppose them are notestifer®

In order for the state to guarantee security iergeneral public, a re-
evaluation of some policing strategies might beeseary. First and foremost,
the limits of security maximization and zero tolera policies should be recog-
nized. The role of the army in civilian affairsgyrfexample, must be re-
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examined. It is important to note that what thexMan government seeks is a
monopoly on thdegitimateuse of physical force. Legitimacy, as Max Weber
defines it, hangs on the perception of the goverritfidhe state is to exist,” he
reasons, “the dominated must obey the authorityneld by the powers that
be.®* If the applicant of physical force is mired wittuman rights abuses
against the very people it is supposed to protai,will undermine that au-
thority. A closer look at the Mexican Constitutimveals further challenges to
the legitimacy of the military as an applicant ofde, since Articles 118 and
129 explicitly forbid the involvement of the militain civilian matters”

The fact that the majority of Mexican citizens epge of the use of
the Mexican military in the war against the carislshe only redeeming argu-
ment for the continuance of this polit&. This statistic alone means that the
use of the military may not be as detrimental tbljgusecurity as most critics
believe, but in light of the army’s high deserti@te, human rights abuses, and
occasional reluctance to pursue cartels leadersgaghe case with the pursuit
of Arturo Beltran Leyva§ it may be time to transition the army away from
center stage. Even if the majority of citizensrapp of the military, the abys-
mal 1.5 percent conviction rate must be improved| doing so means em-
ploying investigative and prosecutorial techniqtlest the military lacks. Af-
ter years of police reforms and increased inforomasharing with U.S. law
enforcement agencies, Mexico may be ready to chissgederal police with
the majority of counternarcotic operations onceenor

Additionally, community based law enforcement taghes that em-
phasize preventative action and community parttmpa like the ones advo-
cated by Malone and Dammert, may prove to be usefsbme areas of Mexi-
co. For a successful model of this type of stgtdfexico needs only to look
at police reform in Brazil, which included the ddtshment of the police paci-
fication units, or “peace police.” These policdiadrs, who are generally
picked straight out of the academy so that theynatecorrupt, work in 12 hour
shifts and perform social work within the community¥his approach has al-
ready led to the pacification of some of Rio deedars most violent slum%,
where in just one year the homicide rate fell 2fcert and the street burglary
rate fell by 31.7 percenif. Although such a new approach is risky in the cur-
rent environment of insecurity, it warrants considien as a strategy for long
term security.

While no concrete policy has materialized to impdat any of these
changes in Mexico, some promising prospects haea been recently. With
the timeframe of the Mérida Initiative at an ertte Obama administration has
unveiled its unofficial strategy entitled “Beyondékida,” which represents a
significant departure from some of the more corgreial pillars of the Mérida
Initiative. In addition to cutting $257 milliondm the military budget in 2011,
“Beyond Mérida” involves a significantly larger comtment to institutional
reform, with $207 million of the $346 million regsted foreign assistance
budget in 2011 being allocated to this a®aThis new strategy also opens up
the possibility of community based police tactias,it places an emphasis on
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“building strong and resilient communities,” whielas almost entirely absent
from the Mérida Initiative. Although a specific dget for this area has not
been laid out, it has been reported that this esfsatwill be implemented in
conjunction with civil society groups, most likeprimarily in Ciudad Juéarez
and Tijuana®

Conclusions

State failure is indeed an imminent threat in Mexbut it is not inev-
itable. Even the failed cities that have beguiharacterize its border region
are not unavoidable realities. It is necessaryewer, for policies to have the
appropriate goals in mind, as well as a clear wtdading of how those goals
can be realistically accomplished, before the eurstuation can be reversed.
This goal must be to reduce the power of cartelthabthe Mexican state can
gain a monopoly on the use of legitimate force tigfmut its territory. This
monopoly cannot be fully achieved through polidieat aim to stop the flow
of drugs or reduce short term violence; these are merely symptoms of cartel
power.

While statistics such as homicide rates and leoEldrug trafficking
are certainly indicative of cartel activity, theseanot necessarily accurate indi-
cators of cartel power. Indeed, over the shomntespikes of violence may
even signify the desperate attempts of cartelsssera their power when it is
being threatened. While it may be more difficaltrheasure, a more relevant
indicator of cartel power may be the frequency withich state actors such as
mayors, police chiefs, governors, etc. are forcadod their post or bribed by
cartels. Bribery is never likely to stop outrightit it is not overly ambitious to
aim to create a Mexico where cartels can no loigkrence high ranking pub-
lic officials by violence and intimidation. Higharrests and conviction rates
would also be indicative of the state’s regainechapmly on the use of force.
To put this in perspective, while the arrest ratéhe United States is in the'™0
percentile and the conviction rate is over 50 petrt’8 the arrest rate in Mexi-
co is 22 percent and the conviction rate is 1.5¢®r® Mexico should by no
means be expected to match these rates of its moch developed neighbor
to the north, but this comparison shows that a dtamrincrease is certainly
needed.

This is no small task, and Mexico cannot do it alone; it will require
substantial assistance from the United Statess ffi@ans more than financial
assistance; the United States must own up to its role in the drug war through
implementing effective policies. U.S. intelligennetworks in the DEA and
other law enforcement bodies are much better a@skedal than their Mexican
counterparts, and these networks will continue eéoubeful in the pursuit of
cartel members in the future. However, nothing auore significantly im-
pact the drug war in Mexico than the full legalieatin the United States of at
least some drugs. As mentioned earlier, it wowthgletely change the dy-
namics of the drug trade and weaken the cartedsvimy that perhaps nothing
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else could.

It should also be noted that while cartel powehésprinciple threat to
the Mexican state, reducing this power will notveoéll of Mexico’s ills, and
crime and violence will most likely persist evereafcartels are weakened. In
Jamaica, for example, local gang bosses, or “dtwas’e continued to draw
influence from urban communities and engage in hattles even after the
shift of major drug flows to the Central Americaorigdor. The dons in Jamai-
ca are able to maintain their power networks bexaiisa lack of alternative
economic opportunities to crim& Undermining the power of drug cartels in
Mexico may help to avoid state failure, but thesmence of crime itself is an
economic problem at heart. However, this is air@gtseparate issue.

Crippling the cartels in Mexico may also causedhgg trade to relo-
cate once more, just as it did after Plan Colomibiafact, this has already be-
gun to happen in Central America, which is now isgdncreased levels of
violence, with Honduras and El Salvador exhibitthg highest national homi-
cide rates in the world (more than 60 murders a pea every 100,000 peo-
ple) 1% Unfortunately, given the history of the drug athis may simply be
an unavoidable consequence. From the U.S. pergpetiis at least means
relocating the violence away from the border, lteagain, this is a separate
issue entirely.

The cartels of Mexico have created an incredibiyplex and danger-
ous system that undermines the rule of law, robsMexican state of its mo-
nopoly on the use of force, and threatens to tuexibb into a failed state.
Destroying this power structure will be equally qdex. It will take years,
cost billions of dollars and thousands of lives] amy ultimately be an incom-
plete victory. Just as the drug trade will neverdommpletely stopped, drug
traffickers will never completely lose power. Tigbuit may seem to be a
thankless struggle, doing nothing may create adastate in Mexico, which, as
Mearsheimer and David have both observed, woulc ftatastrophic results
for both the United States and Mexico.
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