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            This book is dedicated to my wife, Devon.

            Her support, understanding, advice, patience, and love inspire me to keep trying to make a positive difference for those who suffer.

             

            And, to Billy Rogers.
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            A List of Acronyms

         

         
            ATF: Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms

            AOR: Border Patrol “Areas of Responsibility”

            BP: U.S. Border Patrol

            CBP: U.S. Customs and Border Protection

            CCSO: Cochise County Sheriff’s Office

            DACA: Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals

            DEA: Drug Enforcement Administration

            DPD: Decatur Police Department

            DOD: Department of Defense

            DHS: Department of Homeland Security

            FBI: Federal Bureau of Investigation

            FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency

            GAO: Government Accountability Office (formerly the General Accounting Office)

            GIS: Geographic information system

            ICE: Immigration and Customs Enforcement

            INL: Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs

            KIND: Kids in Need of Defense

            MCSO: Macon County Sheriff’s Office

            MS-13: Mara Salvatrucha-13

            NBPC: National Border Patrol Council

            NGO: Non-governmental organization

            NORTHCOM: U.S. Northern Command

            NSC: National Security Council

            OFAC: U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control

            PAIC: Patrol Agent in Charge

            PRI: Partido Revolucionario Institucional

            PERF: Police Executive Research Forum

            POE: Port of Entry

            SOUTHCOM: U.S. Southern Command

            TSA: Transportation Security Administration

            UDA: Undocumented alien

            USCIS: U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services

            USCG: U.S. Coast Guard

            WFP: World Food Programme

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A Note on Names

         

         A number of individuals whose comments and insights appear in this book either live in or have left situations where violence is a constant threat. I use pseudonyms for those at risk, and I have not identified their hometowns or given specific details about where they are living now.

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword
by Senator Heidi Heitkamp

         

         Howard G. Buffett is one of the most brilliant, outside-the-box thought leaders I’ve ever met. His ideas often challenge the status quo and force people out of their comfort zones. His foundation specializes in helping vulnerable people in some of the most dangerous and difficult situations on Earth, and he lives by a hard-and-fast rule: You must take risks and not be afraid to fail, because the same stale thinking and ideas will get you nowhere.

         As a member of the U.S. Senate Homeland Security Committee and former attorney general of North Dakota, I have considered U.S. border security and the consequences of smuggling illegal narcotics, people, weapons, and other contraband into and out of our country priorities for some time. Unfortunately, this important topic has been burdened with half-truths, false facts, and partisan bickering. In Our 50-State Border Crisis Howard courageously takes on an issue that challenges our sense of what it means to be an American. We are at once a nation built on the rule of law, and yet we embrace a longstanding moral obligation to help those in need. We are a nation of immigrants, but to be a nation we must protect our borders from the truly evil cartel forces that cross them every day.

         All writers have biases. Howard’s bias is for facts. Howard paints a high-definition picture of the border that he has lived as a ranch owner, a law enforcement officer, a humanitarian, and a photographer. The book starts from one very basic set of facts: The U.S. border with Mexico is not secure. And yet at the same time we have refugees and economic migrants arriving at our border whose challenges and needs we must address. His stories of his experiences and travels in Mexico and the Northern Triangle countries of Central America, and of his interactions with migrants, violent gang members, ranchers, law enforcement, and leaders struggling to help their countries recover from years of conflict, are vivid and powerful.

         I first met Howard several years ago when a friend suggested I talk to him before I traveled to Africa, where our congressional delegation was attending briefings on food security. I was promised a lively and interesting conversation on soil and water conservation. Given the topics, I thought, Maybe. Well, within fifteen minutes on the phone I knew Howard was the real deal. He is an expert on the fragility of soils and water issues, and I learned how his foundation was investing in a farm in Arizona to try new soil and water conservation techniques that could be used in Africa.

         In the same call, I explained to Howard that I was focusing on the challenges in Central America and Mexico and the resulting border security issues. Through my platform on the Homeland Security Committee, I felt that I had some ability to influence our policy toward those regions. Howard invited me to Arizona to see the soil and water conservation work, but also to see the effort he was making to understand and develop data about border security. The price of my admission to his farm and ranch was that I could not bring any staff, and I had to read his 2013 book 40 Chances: Finding Hope in a Hungry World.

         “You’re on,” I said. I read 40 Chances, not because I thought I would find enlightenment, rather because I said I would. Instead, I found I could not put it down. Books about foundations’ work so often involve fluffy tales of success, hope, and happiness. In 40 Chances, I found honest autopsies of failures as Howard has tried to solve hunger crises all over the world: an example about how an intervention may have caused more problems than it solved or how a huge investment had only limited impact. The book showed how money and good intentions don’t make complicated situations and issues any less so. The lesson is: You don’t abandon the effort, but you must approach solving these problems with honesty.

         I was instantly drawn to Howard’s brutal honesty, and this book delivers more of it. Howard will always tell you the truth as he sees it. There is no partisan agenda or self-promotion. Howard cares about what works and how to achieve results that don’t disrupt delicate relationships. How many philanthropists and investors have you heard or read about who put their failures on display so that others can learn from them? How many will use their own missteps to foster dialogue on how to solve problems? I know of only one.

         Howard is the son of a famous investor, and people may be dismissive and think his philanthropy is some kind of an indulgent hobby. That couldn’t be further from the truth. This is difficult and sometimes heartbreaking work. Like Howard, I’ve also traveled on multiple occasions to Mexico and to the Northern Triangle countries. I promise you these problems are real and not easy to solve, and we may never completely solve them. Howard provides the unvarnished, hard truth—that border security is not simply a “border problem.” Border insecurity also is driven by choices made by individuals in states across the country who use and abuse illicit narcotics. Addressing border security means tackling the problems in the interior of the United States as well as root causes in neighboring countries whose social fabric is deteriorating from violence and poverty.

         Our 50-State Border Crisis is a book for readers who are deeply concerned about the safety and security of the United States and want to understand how we can better achieve it. For best results, check your ideology and preconceptions at the door.

          

         The Honorable Heidi Heitkamp

         Senator for North Dakota

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface
by Cindy McCain

         

         Border security is a contentious topic in our nation today. As someone born and raised and living in the border state of Arizona, I can also tell you that it’s a subject fraught with myths and misleading stereotypes. The good news is we now have Howard Buffett’s book, Our 50-State Border Crisis, to help us sort it out.

         One of the most important myths Howard explodes in this book is that you are either a humanitarian who cares about immigrants or you are a hard-hearted border security advocate. Howard forges another path: He is a big-hearted realist, and he is a nonpartisan security advocate who believes deeply in the rule of law. Readers of this book will come to understand the complex forces at play on the border. He makes the argument that a strong, secure border both keeps us safe and erodes the ability of the drug cartels to exploit vulnerable people on both sides—and he shows how that is happening today.

         Howard is one of the most high-energy, committed philanthropists I know. I’ve traveled with Howard to some very difficult and dangerous situations from the Democratic Republic of Congo to an El Salvador prison to inner-city Chicago. But the experience I shared with Howard that is most vivid for me was in 2015, when Howard invited me to tour the Arizona border near his foundation’s property. I was standing with Howard on a small hill just a stone’s throw from the border fence with Mexico. We were watching a group of migrants assembling on the other side. Clearly, they were getting ready to make an illegal entry. As I looked around the U.S. side of the fence, I saw clothing strewn around the base of a tree. There were women’s undergarments hanging from its branches.

         “What is that over there?” I asked Howard.

         “That’s a rape tree,” Howard said. “The coyotes and their contacts will take women and girls they’re guiding to the U.S., and part of the ‘payment’ is they rape them, and then hang their clothing as a trophy.” He was so obviously moved by this horrible display and motivated to act to stop it.

         Fighting against human trafficking is the area of philanthropy that is closest to my heart. Every single day in this country and around the world vulnerable people, many of them children, are subjected to trafficking for both sex and labor. It has been gratifying to have Howard Buffett’s tremendous compassion and support on our side.

         As an Arizona native, I know that my state is full of optimistic and hardworking people. Hispanic culture forms the backbone of our communities. It’s been painful for me to see politicized rhetoric that disparages Hispanics or pretends they are the cause of the border crisis today. As you will learn in this book, our enemy is not a nation or a race, it is the criminal element—Mexican drug cartels and Central American gangs. The former are pushing massive quantities of lethal, illegal drugs into our country and trafficking huge numbers of terrified people who are running from gang violence in countries including Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador. Innocent people are an expendable commodity in this twisted economy. The cartels have come to realize that you sell drugs or guns once, but you can sell a child or a woman for sex over and over and over. We must destroy this criminal business model.

         The McCain Institute is committed to advancing leadership based on security, economic opportunity, freedom, and human dignity in the United States and around the world. What I have seen firsthand is that Howard Buffett has a fearless commitment to understanding and battling threats to all these important values. He personally works in law enforcement, riding unglamorous night patrols and supporting first responder programs not only to battle drug dealing in communities but also to help addicts get treatment. He visits respite centers in Mexico so he can understand what is driving people on these incredibly risky journeys north. He talks to the powerful and powerless alike: migrant farmworkers and politicians, drug counselors and generals, Texas and Arizona ranchers and gang members trying to break out of the life, parents who’ve lost children to drugs and Border Patrol agents who work long shifts alone in dangerous smuggling corridors.

         It’s tempting to turn away from difficult realities. Howard makes it his business to lean in, understand, and then act. A more secure border will discourage the trafficking that leads to tragic symbols like rape trees. But so will investing in improving livelihoods in the home countries of poor people attempting these dangerous border crossings. Howard’s foundation has spent hundreds of millions doing that and is increasing its work in Central America.

         I challenge anyone who thinks philanthropy is easy to go on the road with Howard Buffett and see how hard he works and the length he goes to figure out how to help—always with perspective and, even in sticky situations, humor. You’ll get a sense of his journeys and his passion in this book, one that can help all of us understand an urgent crisis and work toward solving it.

         Cindy McCain

         Chair, Human Trafficking Advisory Council

         The McCain Institute for International Leadership

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

         

         When I was growing up in Omaha, my cousin Billy Rogers was one of my favorite people. We’d play basketball together, and he told great jokes and stories. Billy was a jazz guitar prodigy, and he later performed with a well-known group called The Crusaders. But like a lot of the musicians around him in the 1970s, he tried heroin, and he became an addict.

         My mother loved Billy. She helped him move to San Francisco where my brother, Peter, also lived, to try to help Billy overcome his addiction. Peter hired Billy to work in his recording studio. One day, Billy asked Peter to borrow twenty dollars to go buy lunch. He never came back to work. Eventually, my mother and Peter found Billy in his apartment. He was dead from an overdose.

         Billy was a great person—smart, funny, and kind. And he was a heroin addict. I wish we’d all known more about addiction in those days and had been able to get him the treatment he needed.

         Today, the exploding number of overdose deaths from heroin, fentanyl, and other opioids has become an almost daily topic in the news. The increase in addictions is now a nationwide epidemic. It’s reaching into every corner of our society, lowering our lifespans, straining our economic resources, and fracturing our social fabric. Overdose calls are bankrupting emergency response budgets. U.S. businesses are finding they can’t hire and retain drug-free workers.

         Perhaps you have read or heard about America’s addiction epidemic, but you feel like it’s someone else’s problem—someone you may dismiss as weak or in any case very different from you. I have not thought that way for a long time, for two reasons. First, the painful loss, many years ago, of Billy; second, my extensive involvement, over the last five years, in local law enforcement in Illinois and Arizona.

         Following Billy’s death, I’ve been committed to trying to help people facing hardships. As a philanthropist, I’ve spent almost two decades trying to invest in meaningful agricultural and livelihood development projects around the world. But I have come to the conclusion that when the rule of law is absent it is almost impossible to achieve real progress. I have witnessed that even hundreds of millions of aid dollars, provided by my foundation and others, invested in some of the most difficult and violent places in the world, may do very little to solve the suffering of vulnerable people. Corruption and armed thugs will hijack the resources, and soon it will seem as if your resources were never there at all.

         Watching this happen over and over, I became interested in understanding the rule of law from the ground up, starting with my own hometown. In 2012, I began volunteering as an auxiliary deputy sheriff in Macon County, Illinois. I have lived in Decatur, which is located in Macon County, since 1992. And when our foundation expanded our research farm and ranch programs to southern Arizona, I also began volunteering in the Cochise County Sheriff’s Office (CCSO).

         Because of those experiences, when I hear about drug overdose statistics they are not abstract to me. I think about scenes like one in a cheap motel in Macon, Illinois, in the fall of 2015. My Macon County Sheriff’s Office deputy partner and I received a call from dispatch and headed toward the scene, where an ambulance and another sheriff’s vehicle had already arrived. We were responding to a 911 call reporting that a woman in a room of this motel had stopped breathing and was unresponsive. There was familiar evidence of heroin use in the room: a syringe, a spoon, and an electric razor cord used as a tourniquet. Paramedics were administering rescue breathing, but she was not reviving.

         A man in the room with the victim had called 911. He admitted the thirty-five-year-old woman had injected herself with heroin in front of him. He told the deputies and detective that he was a recovering addict and that he had met the woman online and urged her to come to Macon so he could help her get into a drug treatment program. He said he’d picked her up at a bus stop, and, after they arrived at the motel, she produced a small foil pack containing heroin. She said she wanted to chase one last high.

         After she shot up, however, she stopped breathing. He called 911 and stayed with her. The detective felt the man was telling the truth and released him. The paramedics took her by ambulance to a local hospital. My partner and I were assigned to stay with her body for another two hours until the coroner arrived. When we got back to post, the sergeant said the woman’s mother had been tracked down in a town about seventy-five miles away. She said her daughter had left home abruptly and nobody knew where she’d gone. An officer had to tell that mother her daughter was gone forever.

         These days I meet many individuals in my hometown who are trying to help family members struggling with addiction. They come from many walks of life—respected corporate executives, devoted soccer moms, and even law enforcement officers. In 2015 there were eleven identified heroin overdose deaths in Macon County, which has a population of just over one hundred thousand people. In 2016, that number jumped to fifteen heroin overdose deaths. By October 2017, eleven people were confirmed to have died in Macon County of heroin or other opioid-related overdoses, but it’s important to note that in the same time period Macon County’s ambulance service reported that EMTs administered the opioid overdose reversal drug Narcan to 118 people who might have died without it. In some cases, victims had heroin plus other illegal drugs in their system.

         This is one county in central Illinois. I assure you that overdose numbers are skyrocketing across the United States.

         America has long benefited from a strong rule of law, unlike those countries in Africa and Central America where at times I have struggled to keep my foundation’s work from being derailed by corrupt and violent people. Working in law enforcement in two counties, one thousand miles apart, one along the border and another in the U.S. heartland, has opened my eyes to a dimension of America’s drug problem that I want to share with you in this book. It’s one that is threatening the fundamental stability of our rule of law.

         Many Americans, including some politicians, think our nation’s drug crisis and the security crisis happening at our southern border with Mexico are two distinct problems. Some people want to tackle one issue, but seem to care little about the other. From my experience as a landowner on the Mexico–U.S. border and in law enforcement, I know they are connected—and we must treat them as such. The flood of drugs cartels in Mexico are smuggling across the U.S. border by land, through our ports, and on our coasts is fueling a crisis impacting virtually every community in every state.

         I don’t believe it is an exaggeration to say that every single American is impacted by our insecure border. We tend to think of drug addiction and overdoses as community-based problems, and we tend to view drug dealing and related violence as “local” crimes. But federal officials routinely estimate that 90 percent of the illegal drugs smuggled into our country are coming from or through Mexico, where the drug cartels have assumed unprecedented power through violence and corruption at every level of government and law enforcement.1

         The drugs come hidden in passenger vehicles driven through official ports of entry in San Diego or Nogales or El Paso.2 They ride in the trailers of semi-trucks, stashed inside fake crates of soda and boxes of toys. They’re loaded on carts driven or pulled through underground tunnels; they travel close to ocean beaches in small wooden paddleboats called pangas; they’re packed inside “narco-torpedoes” carried by and shot from larger ships along the Pacific coast.3 They are wrapped in bundles and catapulted and fired by homemade cannons over border fences in Arizona.4 They come in the stomachs of couriers riding on airplanes, and they come on the backs of drug mules crossing harsh, dangerous deserts and wilderness areas. Once the drugs cross the border, they use our efficient highway system to reach customers in every community in every state.

         Whether you live in rural Maine, in a Nevada resort town, or even on a Hawaiian island, 90 percent of the drugs Americans now spend $100 billion a year buying come from or through Mexico.5 The cartels are infiltrating our territory and cornering the market for heroin and other dangerous drugs and spreading violence and death in the process. As you will learn, the profits from those drugs are destabilizing our entire hemisphere. The rule of law in America is under assault.

         Our foundation’s focus is on global food security, conflict mitigation, and public safety. We own research farms in the Midwest, Arizona, and Texas, and we own two ranches in Arizona where we have invested in land that preserves unique habitats and where we do research on soil, water, and grassland conservation. Almost from the first day we purchased our Arizona farm, which is about fifty miles north of the border, we realized drug smugglers and migrants were crossing our land on a routine basis. When we took possession of our ranch properties directly adjacent to the border, between cartel scouts watching us 24/7 from the Mexico side and the armed smugglers appearing in videos from wildlife cameras we had placed in remote parts of the property, we felt like we were operating in an active conflict zone in the developing world.

         These experiences and investments of my time and resources have convinced me that border security is one of the most critical national security issues we face. Only the theoretical threats of war or a high-impact terrorist attack can compare to the overdose deaths and suffering the Mexican drug cartels will, without a doubt, deliver to our communities this year. On a regional basis, the cartels’ activities have destabilized our friend and neighbor Mexico, and they exacerbate the suffering of Mexico’s southern neighbors in the Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala. Those consequences also are a threat to our safety and stability.

         My concern has motivated me to invite politicians, policy and security experts, military and law enforcement leaders, and other influential people to visit our properties in southern Arizona so they can see for themselves the reality and challenges of border security. I have rented helicopters so I can fly them above the terrain and so they can appreciate the variety of geographic features. They see the isolation of some areas and the congestion of others, and they see how all that must be factored into our border security equation. Many of them have encouraged me to share my insights and recommendations, and that is why I wrote this book.

         As you will soon learn, “a wall” will not solve this problem. I will lay out a five-point plan for rebooting our approach to border security that involves changes we must make in how we view the border security challenge and how we command our frontline responders, the far more specific and appropriate uses of barriers and technology we need, some of the complex social factors we have to confront head-on, steps we must take beyond our borders to work with the Mexican government as a partner, and investing in building peace and stable livelihoods for the people of the Northern Triangle countries. Unless we take this comprehensive approach, we will not achieve the border security America needs.

         Our tour begins near the U.S. border with Mexico, on the southwest side of Arizona’s Huachuca Mountains on a cold January day in 2017.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part I

            Costs and Consequences

         

          

      

   


   
      
         I never feel like I can understand a complicated situation until I visit and talk with people who have to live with it every day. We’re about to visit some remote and unusual locations, and you will see the complexity of border issues and the different points of view for yourself. But also keep in mind these incredible statistics—showing how the crisis impacts your own backyard:

         
	An American now dies of a drug overdose in the U.S. approximately every eleven minutes. Between 2002 and 2014, the rate of heroin-related overdose deaths increased fivefold to more than ten thousand people annually. Overall, deaths from drug overdoses, including methamphetamines, cocaine, and prescription opioids (often obtained illegally), topped fifty-two thousand in 2015, and as of October 2017 the CDC said that they exceeded sixty-four thousand in 2016.1 The number of 2016 overdoses alone is about twenty-one times the number of Americans who died of terrorist-caused activities on 9/11, and nine times the number of U.S. military personnel who have been killed in the Middle East since 2001.2


            	Drug overdoses now kill Americans at a rate that exceeds motor vehicle accidents and firearm fatalities.3 Drug overdoses just in 2016 exceeded the total number of U.S. casualties for the duration of the Vietnam War.4 Drug overdoses are now the leading cause of death for people under fifty.5 In 2016, the number of overdose deaths from opioids alone—42,249—exceeded the number of fatalities from breast cancer.6


            	Heroin use has increased across the United States among men and women, most age groups, and all income levels. Some of the greatest increases are occurring in demographic groups with historically low rates of heroin use: women, the privately insured, and people with higher incomes.7


            	Federal, state, and community-based spending on drug control, including domestic law enforcement, federal criminal investigations, correctional costs, and prevention and treatment, exceeds $60 billion.8,9,10


            	In 2011, the last year for which there are solid statistics, the direct impact of all illegal drug use on the U.S. healthcare system was estimated at $11 billion, and it is much higher now.11 In November 2017, the White House Council of Economic Advisors announced that previous estimates that opioid abuse, alone, in 2013 had cost the United States $78.5 billion in healthcare spending, criminal justice costs, and lost productivity had dramatically underreported the true costs. For 2015, CEA estimates that the economic costs of the opioid crisis were $504 billion, factoring in fatalities from overdoses, heroin-related fatalities, and non-fatal costs of opioid misuse.12


            	Roughly 70 percent of drug abusers are employed, and drug abuse costs American employers about $81 billion annually due to absenteeism, injuries, increased health care expenses, and lost productivity.13


         


   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Red Shoes “Walk Up”

         

         Along the U.S.–Mexico border, beautiful landscapes can hide deadly threats.

         About seventy miles south of Tucson, Arizona, our foundation owns and operates Mission Oaks Ranch, a 2,200-acre property we purchased to help protect pristine wildlife habitats and research grassland preservation. MOR, as we call it, is one of my favorite places: It’s a remote, unspoiled wilderness area of rolling grasslands, woodlands, and rock washes. Long operated as a cattle ranch, it also has unique archaeological and historical features including rock paintings from AD 700. The Spanish explorer Coronado passed through this area in search of the Seven Cities of Gold. Scenes from the musical Oklahoma and John Wayne movies were shot nearby.

         When I woke up the morning of January 17, 2017, at MOR, I was excited that recent snow flurries had stopped and the skies were clear. People always think of Arizona as warm but MOR sits at about a mile-high elevation on the southwest side of the Huachuca Mountain Range. For several days, the snow had delayed construction projects I’d come to Arizona to work on. Finally, I could get back on a tractor with a box grader and finish building our new road.

         I started early, and I was still working late in the afternoon when I heard my call sign over my two-way radio. Our ranch manager, Mark, said in a curt voice: “We’ve got a walk up.” I shut off the tractor and hurried over to my truck to drive the mile back to the ranch house. I didn’t like the sound of Mark’s voice or his message. Mission Oaks is completely surrounded by federal lands and our nearest neighbor’s house is a thirty-minute drive away. Mark would not have called me just to report that a deer hunter had stopped to ask for directions.

         For all its beauty, the unfortunate reality is that Mission Oaks is located in a high-traffic drug-smuggling corridor. About 1.5 miles of our ranch parallels a sixty-foot strip of federal land separating us from Mexico. Mexican drug cartel operatives, many in camouflage and some carrying weapons, frequently cross MOR and other private and public lands in the San Rafael Valley. Every week our wildlife study cameras positioned in remote areas of the ranch not only capture images of mountain lions, bears, and coyotes, but also groups of sometimes twenty-five or thirty people, including drug smugglers carrying backpacks of methamphetamines, heroin, and other drugs. We know Border Patrol does not apprehend many of the smugglers we see on video because we sometimes see them again the same day or days later when the same individuals trigger the same cameras, traveling back the way they came but with lighter packs.

         They move fast. Occasionally, some smugglers are armed, and a group may have one person at the back scratching out tracks with a leafy branch. They avoid making contact with anybody when they’re headed north with their loads or heading back south again. Less often, groups that include women and teens appear on our cameras. After being apprehended, some have told law enforcement that they are migrants who have agreed—or been forced—to carry drugs in exchange for a cartel guide to help them cross the border.

         The San Rafael Valley is not an easy place to try to enter the United States. The terrain is rugged. It takes many hours of hiking to reach highways, some of it through mountains. On the other hand, this remote and challenging topography makes it difficult for Border Patrol to detect and apprehend those who attempt to cross the border there.

         Not surprisingly, smugglers’ plans can break down. It’s easy to twist an ankle or get dehydrated or overheated. Occasionally, trespassers will stop at local ranches and ask for food, water, or even medical assistance. If nobody is around, smugglers may break into ranch buildings and steal weapons or supplies. That motivates us all to stay alert. Several years ago a local rancher east of our ranch was shot and killed when he came across a drug mule returning to Mexico. We can’t assume any visitor is harmless, and help could be an hour away. Our ranch hands and I carry holstered weapons when we work and travel around the property, hoping to never have to use them.

         Empty, bleeding hands

         When I arrived back at the ranch house, Mark was inside a covered porch standing over a shaggy-haired young man seated on a chair, his shoulders covered in a blanket. They came outside and we all sat on a short wall. What first caught my eye were the guy’s cherry-red high-topped sneakers. Not exactly camouflage.

         Mark said he was walking between two sheds when he heard a low whistle. Mark looked up and Oscar* walked toward him with his hands held up to show they were empty. They also were scratched and bleeding. It was cold outside but Oscar, who at about five feet tall looked like a young teen but actually was nineteen, had no jacket; he wore muddy jeans, the red sneakers, and a couple of T-shirt layers that were soaked with sweat. Oscar had been running and he was agitated and seemed afraid. He asked for help. Mark called me while he gave Oscar water and made him a sandwich.

         Nobody on our ranch team that day spoke Spanish, but we called a friend who helped us translate. Oscar said he was from Honduras. He said he left in fear because of threats from gangs. He said he had been living in Mexico for six months, and then he decided to make his move to cross the border and find a place to live and work. After walking for several days, he said he was resting in a wash, the dry bed of a stream, when he saw a line of men walking past him carrying big backpacks. The men at the front and back were armed with long guns, likely AK-47s. He said he crouched in the bushes hoping they would just pass by, but the last man in line saw him and started shooting. Oscar ran toward the U.S. border.

         It was plausible. Gang violence in Honduras is widespread and the country has one of the highest murder rates in the world.1 That has motivated thousands of people to flee and try to find safety in the United States. In much of the border area near MOR, there are only four-strand, four-foot-high barbed-wire fences and low, anti-vehicle “Normandy” barriers separating the United States from Mexico. It would not have been difficult for Oscar to cross onto U.S. soil, reach a road, and follow it several miles to the gate of our ranch.

         Mark and I exchanged looks. I knew we were asking ourselves the same questions: Was Oscar telling the truth, or even mostly telling the truth? Or was he a drug mule who’d become separated from his group? Was he a decoy for drug smugglers hiding nearby who might rob us or use the diversion to cross our land or steal a vehicle? Or could he be a member of a criminal “rip crew,” thugs who lie in wait and steal drugs from cartel couriers?

         Same routes, different journeys

         As we talked with Oscar we were face to face with one of the most significant factors along the U.S. border today: Hundreds of thousands of people try to enter our country illegally each year. Among them, a small minority working for the ruthless, cunning, predatory Mexican drug cartels move among large numbers of vulnerable, poor people fleeing violence, looking for work, or hoping to reunite with family members. Both groups are committing a crime, but the former are a much bigger threat. When apprehended, the smugglers may tell the same stories as the migrants, and it’s not always easy to tell them apart.

         For many years we have pursued border security strategies and national immigration policies in the United States that have swung like a pendulum between the dominant issues of each of those groups. We hear extreme language on both sides, some demanding “open borders” for all…or President Donald Trump’s supporters chanting “Build the wall” to keep out “rapists” and “killers.”2 Both positions are simplistic and unworkable. For many years, a lack of leadership from Washington has made border security one of the most volatile and controversial subjects in America, and it’s made us all less safe. This issue is too important to be held hostage to politics and posturing, and I have become preoccupied with trying to understand and find answers to what I feel is America’s most serious national security threat.

         As you’ll learn, I have invested a lot of time, energy, and resources to understand our border security crisis. I bring a law enforcement point of view, but I also come to this topic as a philanthropist whose foundation has spent hundreds of millions of dollars supporting development and humanitarian projects in countries that are overwhelmed by conflict and injustice, including Mexico and the Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras.

         I’ve sat and talked at length with migrants in respite centers, with gang-affiliated murderers in jails and prisons, and with poor farmers who not only have to deal with challenges such as droughts and poor soil, but with violent gangs extorting money from them and stealing their crops.

         I’m a photographer who has chronicled the dangerous and desperate journey of migrants trying to travel to the United States by hopping freight trains and paying coyotes.

         I even consider these issues with the experience of a lifelong farmer. And make no mistake: Border security and immigration are connected to U.S. food security. It is concerning that U.S. agriculture relies on tens of thousands of undocumented workers to harvest our food. The rule of law applies to employers as well. It’s also ironic that some farmers appear surprised that rhetoric that casts their workers as murderers and rapists has reduced that workforce and is resulting in crops that are rotting in the field.3

         Confronted with the sudden appearance of Oscar on that January day at MOR, I felt like my worlds were colliding. Oscar seemed like exactly the kind of person our investments in development in Central America were designed to help. He said he wanted to be safe from the gangs and find work. And yet he had broken the laws of the United States, and so I had to call Border Patrol.

         About an hour later as I watched the agent’s vehicle drive away from MOR with Oscar in the back, I couldn’t stop thinking about so many questions, starting with whether he was a criminal or a victim or maybe even both. What was the journey that brought him to our gate? What options did he have? Was he proof that trying to bring peace through development projects like ones we had sponsored in countries including Honduras is a failed idea? Or was he a good reason to double down?

         I couldn’t just shrug and put the incident behind me. As you’ll learn, I would soon see Oscar again.

         My road to the border

         For most of my adult life, my preoccupation was agriculture. Farming, and also working for agriculture-based companies, is how I supported my family for many years. In the late 1990s, my parents’ generosity paved the way for me to work as a philanthropist, and I focused largely on food security and livelihood development in Africa and Latin America. In 2013, I wrote a book about those efforts called 40 Chances: Finding Hope in a Hungry World. I wrote in 40 Chances about how I had tried to use my experience in agriculture to inform more realistic and effective programs to support global food security.

         Those projects brought me to regions of the world where the extent of poverty and violence are unimaginable to most Americans. These areas often are chaotic, and many development efforts don’t succeed. But that did not make me stop trying. By temperament and thanks in part to the encouragement of my father and mother, I’m a risk taker. When my parents provided my sister and brother and me substantial funds to create our own foundations, they reminded us that we were in a unique position. We would not have to focus on fund-raising or celebrating minor victories that appeal to donors but that rarely lead to significant changes. My dad in particular encouraged us to take on the toughest problems. In 40 Chances I shared lessons many NGOs and charities can’t easily talk about—what doesn’t work and the mistakes well-meaning groups (including us!) have made that can make a difficult situation even worse. My desire was to help others avoid making similar mistakes.

         These days my interest in border security has become more widely known, and people familiar with 40 Chances sometimes ask me if I’ve “given up” on hunger. Not at all. We still support significant food security–related projects in Africa and Central America. We advocate for good soil conservation practices around the world. But my thinking continues to evolve.

         Clean water and food seem like the most basic human needs. Of course that is true for individuals, but I have learned over and over in countries such as Sierra Leone, Sudan, and El Salvador that a society will never reliably deliver those resources if another fundamental condition is absent: the rule of law. There is no point investing in agricultural systems or trying to develop markets when poor farmers are dodging bullets and avoiding landmines in their fields. Why plant seeds in the spring to grow crops you are unlikely to harvest because of the threat of violence and perhaps a need to flee? Why drill a well when, after you leave, a local thug can sit in front of it with impunity and demand people pay him to pump the water?

         Both for humanitarian reasons and because conflict and suffering anywhere can lead to threats to U.S. national security, I care very deeply about vulnerable and marginalized communities around the world. To me, the goal of border security is not about keeping people out of the United States who seek asylum and protection from violence. It’s not about turning away people who want to work and contribute to our society. These are policies we should discuss in an open, realistic way and make decisions based on the reality of our economic and social priorities and resources.

         But we cannot have “open borders.” We must create a system and a security strategy so that we can process the individuals we choose to let in through a legal, efficient, and safe manner. Safe for us and safe for them. We need to be in control of our own territory, and we need to protect the safety and property of U.S. citizens.

         Demonstrating compassion for vulnerable people while defending the rule of law can be challenging. But I have seen firsthand the consequences for countries like Somalia or South Sudan, where there is no respect for the rule of law. The tools of democracy we take for granted like elections or respect for human rights become meaningless. I’ve visited Sudan several times to see if our foundation could provide resources to help with ongoing conflict. I once spent a hot, sleepless night in a shipping container being used as a field barrack near a government airstrip. For hours, I listened to the sound of Sudanese military planes and helicopters taking off to bomb the country’s own citizens.

         Today, the rule of law is crumbling in our hemisphere. In fact, right next door. On one hand Mexico is now the world’s fifteenth-largest economy and one of the United States’s largest trading partners. But even high-level Mexican government officials and business leaders admit that Mexico is now largely narco-controlled. There is no question that Mexico has suffered incredible bloodshed in recent years. The Los Angeles Times has reported that in 2016 there were 20,792 homicides in Mexico—a 22 percent increase over 2015, and 35 percent more than 2014.4 By contrast, the population of the United States is more than 2.5 times the size of Mexico, but the FBI has reported there were 17,250 homicides in the United States in 2016.5 For January through May 2017, the government of Mexico reported that murders were up 30 percent from the same period in 2016, according to The Guardian.6 Corruption is rampant and Mexico’s impunity rate is the worst in the Americas; it’s estimated that fewer than 5 percent of reported crimes are successfully prosecuted. Cartel sicarios, or assassins, kill anyone who gets in their way. Rival gang members, honest police, and journalists are high on the list.

         In mid-2017, I sat down with a group of undocumented Mexican farmworkers in Texas to better understand what is happening in that community. One woman who has been in the United States for a number of years said flatly, “I’m never going back to Mexico. It is too dangerous. My cousin [who she said had a legal U.S. visa] had not seen his mother in twenty years. He drove to Mexico and on the way back the cartel stopped him and pulled him out and said they wanted his truck. He said no, and they killed him and his wife and his two children.” I had to remind myself: This woman is talking about Mexico—our trading partner, our ally, our neighbor.

         Conflict and violence in the region extend well beyond Mexico. Excluding active war zones, forty-three of the world’s fifty most dangerous cities are in Latin America and the Caribbean, which also are home to eight of the world’s ten most dangerous countries.7 It is no mystery why people are trying to get to the United States. If I found myself in a position where my family was hungry and gangs or cartels were threatening my children, I also might try to get to the United States at any cost despite a lack of legal options. At some point when you feel like you are standing on the roof of a burning building, just about everyone will jump.

         But we need more than empathy and compassion to solve these problems. It doesn’t make sense to respond to the collapse of rule of law in one country by ignoring laws in our own. As unfair as fate may have been to Oscar in Honduras, it also is not fair to U.S. citizens along nearly two thousand miles of border that they must live in fear because our current strategy to secure the U.S. border has turned their family’s lands into dangerous drug trafficking corridors.

         It’s not fair that thousands of American families are burying loved ones who have overdosed on drugs criminals have smuggled over the border from Mexico, and then sold on U.S. streets.

         It’s not fair to all U.S. citizens who are bearing the financial and human cost of not just drugs but of violent transnational criminals who are deported over and over, and yet turn around and come right back and commit an array of crimes.

         We have to face reality: Our appetite for illegal drugs and our failure to secure the border have had terrible consequences for American citizens and those threats are in many ways intensifying. John Kelly, retired U.S. Marine Corps general and former secretary of Homeland Security addressed the U.S. Senate’s Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs in 2015. He pointed out that on 9/11 three thousand Americans were killed by terrorism, but since 9/11 over half a million Americans have died of drug overdoses from illegal narcotics—“in my view murdered by narco-terrorists.” General Kelly added, “These criminal cartels pose a direct threat to the stability of our partners and an insidious risk to the security of our nation.”8

         It’s appropriate to be concerned about ISIS and global terrorism, but what about what I call slow-motion terrorism—the erosion of our communities by the poison of drug addiction and criminal activity? At a 2016 U.S. Senate hearing about the potent drug fentanyl, which is one hundred times more powerful than morphine, Senator Ed Markey of Massachusetts questioned whether our government was showing enough urgency in addressing this new and growing threat. “It’s going to kill tens of thousands of Americans every year,” he said. “There is no other threat to our country that even matches that!”9

         I thought of the senator’s prediction in August 2017, when I read about a vehicle that was transporting what experts estimate was $1.87 billion—yes, billion—worth of fentanyl. A truck and trailer, which appeared to be loaded with grocery supplies, was headed for the United States but was stopped and seized at a Mexican military checkpoint in San Luis Río Colorado, a city across the border from Yuma, Arizona. CBS News reported that the load included thirty thousand pills made with the drug, and 140 pounds of pure fentanyl.10 The substance is so strong an amount equal to about three grains of salt can kill you.

         The same month, a middle-aged Mexican couple were arrested in an apartment in Queens, New York, with suitcases packed with 141 pounds of pure fentanyl, which the DEA said was enough to kill 32 million people, according to the Washington Post. The couple, believed to be cartel brokers sent to arrange for the distribution of the drug to dealers in the United States, had flown in recently on Mexican passports. The Post also reported that narcotics agents seized 350 pounds of fentanyl in New York City in 2017, ten times as much as in 2016, and that Mexican traffickers are smuggling it across the border and then across the country.11

         So that afternoon back at MOR, with all those concerns in the back of my mind, but also curiosity about whether Oscar was part of the complex web of drug trafficking or just a scared kid, I did what I always do when I’m frustrated that I don’t know enough about something. I started to investigate.

         Right to be wary

         Our foundation helps support an Arizona nonprofit organization called the Florence Immigrant and Refugee Rights Project. The organization’s mission is to provide free legal and social services to detained adults and unaccompanied children facing immigration removal proceedings in Arizona. Our foundation funds primarily go to helping Florence’s work with children.

         Given my advocacy for a stronger border, this might seem contradictory. I do not believe it is: I am opposed to illegal immigration because I am a defender of the rule of law. In the United States the rule of law also says everyone deserves a fair hearing. Our immigration courts are overwhelmed and backlogged. The individuals moving through them typically are very poor and can remain in detention for long periods with no resolution in sight. I’ve sat in those courts and watched the confusion myself.

         Immigrants facing deportation have no right to a public defender because the deportation process is considered a civil offense, rather than criminal. While people who cross the border again after being deported can be charged with the federal crime of unlawful entry or reentry, that criminal offense is separate from the deportation process; it is only once the criminal case is done and the sentence is served that an immigrant faces the deportation process.

         Immigration judges access interpreters on speed dial and they often do their work over speakerphones. People of all ages are in the deportation process. Children as young as three and four years old are forced to represent themselves in deportation hearings.12 Many defendants do not speak English, and many are uneducated, unfamiliar with U.S. legal systems, and terrified. Some have been victims of violence in their home countries. Most cannot afford an attorney. As a result, some fall victim to unethical lawyers or people claiming to be lawyers in the United States who charge individuals and their families thousands of dollars, but do little to no work on the case, show up for court unprepared, or don’t show up at all. Our support of the Florence Project is another way to reinforce the rule of law. It helps vulnerable people know their rights and navigate our system, and it keeps me up to speed on the consequences of the policies our government enforces.

         I called the Florence team and gave them the details I had about Oscar. I asked if they could attempt to find him in the system and find out if it was possible for me to visit Oscar and speak with him. Within twenty-four hours, the team from Florence Project found Oscar and met with him. On the ranch he had given us a phone number for his aunt in Honduras; when the Florence advocate called Honduras to tell Oscar’s family he was safe, she spoke to a man who was hesitant to offer any information. At first he just said Oscar’s aunt was not available. Our contact from Florence explained to me, “He was wary, appropriately so. I think at first he thought I was calling to extort money. We hear of so many cases where individuals are kidnapped (by cartel operatives or smugglers)—the kidnappers call a relative and demand money before they will let them go.”

         Although Oscar told us he had been persecuted by gangs in Honduras, he declined to apply for asylum after he was told he could spend a year or more in detention before he would know if he had a chance of staying permanently in the United States. He told the attorneys he was without money to post bond, and his family was too poor to send any money.

         Oscar signed his deportation papers, and ICE scheduled him for a flight back to San Pedro Sula, Honduras, one of the most dangerous cities in the world, especially for a person with no money and without family nearby. He also said he did not want to go to his hometown of Tegucigalpa, where his grandmother and aunt live. There, the Mara Salvatrucha gang, often called MS-13, dominates the area, and in the past gang members had threatened him.13 He would have to figure out how to raise the bus fare to travel to where other members of his family lived in a rural village several hours from San Pedro Sula.

         As he waited for deportation, Oscar was in custody in the federal detention center in Florence, Arizona. He agreed to speak with me, and I drove to Florence the next day. I spent a couple of hours with him talking about his life and the experiences that he said landed him at the front gate of our ranch. We sat in a small gray room on hard metal chairs. Oscar wore orange rubber shoes and a thin olive-green cotton uniform. He shivered in the air-conditioned room. His eyes were bloodshot and he appeared exhausted. I tried to learn as much as I could before our time ran out.

         Threats, death, Guns n’ Roses

         We started by talking about the basics of his life. Oscar was just about to turn twenty years old. He had grown up in intense poverty. The gangs in Tegucigalpa require all homes to pay a “protection” fee, he explained, “and if you don’t pay they will kill you.” He did not want to join a gang, and he said he had seen many people, including kids, murdered by MS-13. He had tried two previous times to come to the United States, but both times he was apprehended in Mexico and returned to Honduras. He went to live in a rural Honduran village with his aunts where the gangs were not prevalent, but there was little work and the family barely had enough to eat.

         The third time Oscar left to go north was in January 2016, a year earlier. He said he crossed Guatemala easily by bus, then he crossed into Mexico near Palenque, and he made his way northeast to Veracruz on the coast. There, he said he knocked on doors begging for food. He said he met a woman who took him in and paid him a small amount of money to work for her. She put him up for six months. During this time, he did not have a phone but he would sometimes use a friend’s smartphone or computer in a house where he was staying to post updates to his Facebook account.

         Oscar said his father came looking for him, and he traveled to Veracruz by hopping on and off freight trains. At this point in our conversation, Oscar began crying and could barely speak. He said that while traveling in Veracruz, his father had been killed when he fell beneath the wheels of a moving train.

         Oscar was still determined to make it to the United States and said he kept riding trains and taking buses heading north. Eventually, he landed in Santa Ana, Sonora, south of Nogales not far from the Arizona border. Locals told him to walk east and north, and suggested he orient himself by lights and radio towers. He said he walked for seven days and when he arrived at our ranch he had not eaten for three days and had only drunk water from creeks and puddles along his route.

         I asked Oscar about his goals and what he would like to accomplish in life. He said he’d once wanted to be an architect. He said he’d gotten good grades in school, but had to drop out after only a year of secondary school. He said he liked the band Guns n’ Roses and the singer Shakira, and he laughed when I told him we had that in common.

         I had many more questions for Oscar that we didn’t get to. Several times we had to pause because the memory of his father, or the thought of his family back in Honduras, would upset him too much.

         Still, even seeing his emotional display, I questioned parts of his story.

         The Mexican cartels are very active on the south side of the border near San Rafael Valley and Mission Oaks. Was Oscar really on his own for seven days with no human contact other than the alleged shooting incident? Oscar had told us that once he finished the food and water he was carrying as he hiked to the border, he had thrown away his backpack. I thought that was odd. If it was empty it would be light, and he could potentially refill an empty container with water or find other objects he would want to carry. It is common for migrants to keep a change of clothes in a backpack and throw away their dirty traveling clothes after they cross the border to better blend in on the U.S. side. But Oscar had walked up wearing only muddy, sweat-drenched T-shirts.

         When we parted in Florence, I wished him luck. I told him maybe I would come visit him in Honduras. I did not expect him to believe me.

         In subsequent months, I worked with a small team of researchers on this book, and we checked in repeatedly with Oscar. And we also checked out other elements of his story. Eventually, I would travel to a tiny, impoverished village near Tegucigalpa and meet members of Oscar’s family. Those efforts yielded some unexpected and interesting insights.

         Over time, my interactions with Oscar contributed to my opinion that our border today is a place where the lines between not only fact and fiction, but security and humanity, survival and collaboration, fantasy and freedom, ambition and desperation, can blur—or even collide. It’s so complex that it’s not surprising to me that people of good intentions in government, in law enforcement, and in philanthropic circles sometimes advocate for strategies and policies that can create terrible unintended consequences.

         It’s not hard to feel compassion for someone like Oscar. But what do you do when hundreds of thousands of Oscars also feel they are out of options and are crossing our borders and to some degree providing cover for dangerous criminals who hide among them? Imagine how you would feel as a U.S. citizen if land that your family has worked for generations had turned into a conflict zone, a place where you never know when you might confront an armed smuggler in a remote area far from help. Many of my rancher neighbors in Arizona don’t have to imagine that. As you’ll soon learn, they live it every day.

         
            * Oscar is a pseudonym. The first reference to every pseudonym will have an asterisk.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Lights Off, Pistols Ready

         

         Rural communities in the southwest U.S. border states, including Arizona and Texas, have seen the consequences of violence and poverty in other nations arrive on their doorsteps.

         Our foundation works where many other foundations and NGOs can’t or won’t go, and we take risks that few others can afford to take. That’s led me to visit more than 150 countries to see difficult circumstances firsthand. Almost inevitably, where there is poverty and hunger, there is violence. Years ago I traveled to the Guatemalan highlands, where we were funding an agriculture program run by an NGO active in this remote area. We stopped so I could take photographs of farmers working on the sloped fields of the region. I heard the sound of metal pinging, and the driver motioned me to hurry and get back in the vehicle. Some farmers were throwing rocks at us.

         It turned out a drug cartel had convinced some of the impoverished farmers to cultivate opium poppies; I later learned the rock throwers thought we were part of a military group that had been eradicating their poppy crop. Not long after this, the cartels began hijacking NGO vehicles in this region and threatening the occupants with harm or death if they reported the crime. The narcos would then drive the vehicles, which carried special relief agency plates, and sail through police blockades.

         We’ve supported initiatives in agriculture, water, and conservation even in intense African conflict regions including South Sudan, Sierra Leone, and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In 2016, while flying in a helicopter to visit a hydroelectric plant our foundation built in DRC, we heard a loud bang that jolted the helicopter. After landing, the pilot pointed to a dent and burn marks underneath the helicopter and said we had taken rifle fire from the ground, where armed rebel groups hide in the area’s thick jungles.

         Given these areas of interest for us, I’m also used to getting emails or phone calls from people facing violent crises. One of our partners in a development project in Congo wrote to us not long ago: “We have been in confrontations with militias for three days, continuously,” and then he detailed the death of one national park ranger and the injury of another.

         These dangers come with the territory, and the flexibility and willingness our foundation has to invest resources in these places is a point of pride for us.

         Endangered species, endangered people

         I was not always involved in such high-stakes situations, and what first brought me to Mexico and Central America was business, not conflict. I grew up in Nebraska and in the early 1990s I moved to central Illinois, where I bought farmland and also went to work for the giant Decatur, Illinois, food-processing company Archer Daniels Midland (ADM). One of my responsibilities was business development, identifying investments and acquisitions in Mexico. I fell in love with the people and the culture of Mexico and made lifelong friends there in business and government.

         Around the same time, I became active in philanthropy. Initially, I was focused on conservation. When I traveled in Mexico and in Central and South America, I sometimes would extend my trips to photograph jaguars, birds, and other rare, often endangered species.1 But as I wrote in 40 Chances, everywhere I found animals to be endangered, I found people to be endangered as well. The connection was not coincidental. Nobody will starve to save a tree or an animal. I became aware that many people in our hemisphere were barely surviving. Poor farmers struggled with depleted soils, devastating storms, scarce or contaminated water, and few resources, and they were watching their children die from diseases related to poor nutrition. Over time, I shifted the primary focus of our foundation to helping people.

         Many individuals in these countries told me their only option to escape misery and even death was to take dangerous journeys north through Mexico by train to try to reach the United States. While I knew there was drug smuggling going on, I was focused on photographing people who were trying to escape poverty and the violence that surrounds poverty. I was shocked to see mothers with young children, hopping on and off freight trains. They were making their way north to what they believed was their best and perhaps only chance to have enough to eat and a feeling of safety. While sitting a few feet from a set of tracks in Veracruz, I once asked a young mother how she reconciled taking such a dangerous journey north. She hesitated, then said to me, “My child will die at home, so it makes no difference if we die now. We are in God’s hands.”

         One of my most memorable trips was to Altar, Mexico, in 2004. It’s one of the key immigrant staging towns in the Sonora region about sixty miles south of the U.S. border. There, immigrants come and connect with guides, and they buy supplies like backpacks and food and water for the journey. Illegal immigration is an industry in Altar; migrants can rent rooms to rest in boarding houses and vans shuttle them right up to the border south of Sasabe, Arizona. The cartels control Altar now, and I could not safely make this trip today.2

         Knowing my interest in these issues, a friend introduced me to a U.S. Border Patrol agent in Arizona who invited me on ride-alongs with him, so I also could photograph these groups after they crossed to the U.S. side of the border. I began visiting the border several times per year, and I would meet humanitarian and labor organizations working in various capacities in border areas. Our foundation made several grants designed to improve livelihoods in the migrants’ home countries, where it was clear that most preferred to stay, or where they hoped they could return.

         At the time, our foundation’s primary focus was Africa. We had launched an ambitious plan to do large-scale agricultural research at our farm in the Limpopo region of South Africa; the work was aimed at developing better seeds and techniques to help millions of poor smallholder farmers. But the project became challenging: The Limpopo region is in an area with commercial farming, but we still had problems with delivery of fertilizer and other farming inputs, and maintaining and getting parts for farm equipment. But what finally forced me to consider other options was that violence in the region increased.

         Around 2010 we began looking for land in the United States that could reflect African soils and climate so we could test and develop ideas and then send the best to Africa. We found the soil and water conditions we needed in Arizona. So in 2011, we purchased what we call our Apache Farm near Willcox, Arizona, where we planned to experiment with conservation farming techniques and with a variety of crops.

         Smuggler in the cornfield

         We had owned Apache for just a few months when I got a call early one morning from our farm manager. He told me that deputies from the Cochise County Sheriff’s Office had chased a drug smuggler driving a pickup truck carrying 2,500 pounds of marijuana into a ditch on our property. The driver then bailed out and ran; the deputies and Border Patrol searched one of our cornfields for over three hours before they found him. This farm is more than fifty miles from the Mexican border.

         Great, I thought. In part we came to Arizona to escape crime and violence in South Africa. So much for that plan. But this incident triggered my curiosity, and I began asking questions. For example, I learned that Border Patrol has access to any land they want to search for immigration purposes (although they cannot enter dwellings) within twenty-five miles of the border. However, within one hundred miles of the border they can pull over cars or question individuals if they have “reasonable suspicion” of an immigration violation. Inland, they staff both permanent and temporary checkpoints, and they monitor highways and major thoroughfares. Local law enforcement often complains that federal enforcement does not focus more on stopping the traffic at the border itself.

         I also learned that the community was frustrated that Border Patrol didn’t focus more attention on stopping illegal entry right along the border, because it led to more crime and damage inland. Law enforcement refers to all illegal border crossers, whether they are smugglers or economic migrants, refugees of violence, or people seeking to reunite with family, as “undocumented aliens” or UDAs. And there is no question UDAs sometimes commit burglaries as they pass through private lands; they also cut fences, leave gates open, and punch holes in PVC irrigation pipes to get water. The intent may not be malicious, but it costs ranchers time and money because livestock may escape or scatter and lose weight running around…or even die. When damaged pipes don’t fill troughs, cattle can suffer dehydration.

         In 2012, I became involved in law enforcement myself, first as a volunteer sworn auxiliary deputy sheriff in Macon County, Illinois (and then soon after as a volunteer in Arizona). I wanted to serve my community, but as I mentioned earlier, during this period of my life I was interested in understanding the factors that support the rule of law.

         I had experienced the absence of the rule of law many times. In 1997, I visited Bosnia with an organization providing humanitarian aid for landmine victims, but I was arrested by police for no stated reason other than they did not like that I was taking photographs in public. I realized I had no rights, no reason to trust them to follow the law, no power whatsoever, and there was no “one phone call” to make. They eventually let me go after several stressful hours of uncertainty.

         Obviously, issues arise in U.S. communities with law enforcement, but in general I believe Americans can and do view law enforcement as an institution that enforces the law and protects the vulnerable. That attitude is not the case in many parts of the world where our foundation’s development projects have struggled because we could not depend on local law enforcement to protect the people we were trying to help. In parts of Africa corrupt actors or thugs have stolen resources we provided to communities, and sometimes police or military were more likely to be in on the crime than willing to help solve it. I wanted to understand for myself how American law enforcement was trained and managed in order to create the trust absent in other parts of the world. After certifying as an auxiliary deputy, I began working patrol shifts in Macon County, assisting with traffic stops, serving warrants, and responding to general calls, always with another deputy.

         I didn’t anticipate this, but the most dramatic insights for me have centered on the extent of illegal drug activity in my hometown and the surrounding area. Not just the overdoses that I have already described but also the impact on people you would not associate with illegal drugs at all. I learned grandmothers are becoming addicted to Mexican heroin because they can no longer afford prescription painkillers. Senior citizens as old as eighty-seven are being tricked into operating as drug couriers. When we serve a warrant at a drug distribution house, I see the secondary effects of drugs in our communities: hungry children whose addicted parents spend their money on drugs instead of food; the prostitution and other crimes that addicts (sometimes your neighbor) commit to fund their habits; the drain on public services that should be going to education or economic development that instead have to deal with drug-related problems.

         We are so worried about terrorism overseas, but these foreign threats are killing our people and causing suffering in our communities every single day. What better way to bring down a country than to erode it from within by filling its communities with drugs and violence?

         Armed scouts

         As you can see, I was involved in a number of different activities in different parts of the country, and that helped me see connections between some of the dynamics at work. For me, so many of them led back to the border. Over the next few years our foundation purchased two additional properties in Arizona with boundaries that parallel six miles of the Mexico border. We bought a ranch that we call CR in the Naco, Arizona, area, and then MOR, which is thirty-five miles west of the Naco ranch. Later, we bought a farm in Texas with three-quarters of a mile of border along the Rio Grande. On both of the Arizona properties we do conservation research and habitat preservation work, but we also get a firsthand look at smugglers who cross our border property on a regular basis. We began working with local sheriffs, supporting their efforts to protect their communities.
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