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Six teen d onated lifeguard towers are stra nded in a s torage yard 
near the Otay  Mesa border crossing until they can cl ear Me xican 
customs.    (John R. M cCutch en /  Union-Tribune) - 
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Donated lifeguard towers stuck at border
Mexican customs must OK entry
By Sandra Dibble, Union-Tr ibune Staff Writer 
2:00 a.m. June 14, 2009

After lifeguard agencies in San Diego County 
decided to donate 16 lifeguard towers to their 
Baja Califo rnia  counterparts , simply moving the 
2,500-p ound structures presented a daunting 
challenge. 

But that is turning out to be the easy par t. The 
biggest hurdle has been get ting a pproval from 
Mexican c ustoms. Two weeks after they w ere 
set to cross the border, the s tructures remain 
locked in an Otay Mes a storage yard. 

“These are key to  saving lives, ” sa id Aaron 
Quintanar, an Imperial Beach l ifeguard who 
has been a link between Southern California 
agencies d onating the towers and the M exican 
lifeguards  preparing to receive them in Tijuana,  
Rosari to  B each, Ensenada and Punta Ab reojos 
in Baja Californ ia Sur. 

Say ing th e proper paperwor k was missing, 
Mexican c ustoms authori ties refused to allow 
the towers to cross the border May 29, the day the donors had l ined up 
volunteers, forkli fts and tractor-trailers needed to move the structures. 

“The issue we're having is  the ir size, ” sa id Mi chael Kieley, a liaison officer with 
the Tijuana Fire  Department, which is the designated Mexican recip ient of the 
towers. 

Although transporting lifeguard towers across the border p resents unusual  
logistical a nd legal challenges, U.S. groups for  years have st ruggled wi th  
sending d onated items to Me xico u nder government rules designed to prevent 
cont raband. 

“The error people com mit is assuming th ere is n o procedure,” said Carlos 
Ramírez Escoto, Mexico's federal customs a dmin istrator  for T ijuana. “We 
understand the work that these people do, but they must help us help them.” 

Many nonprofit groups at the border say the process can b e cumbersome. 
When Carlos Torres, a  federal congress man f rom Tijuana, saw groups 
struggling with the com plexity of cross-border donations, he began asking 
questions. 

“Many rules that we h ave in  Mexico are d efined 3,000 kilometers away in 
Mexico C ity, and here at the border we have a far different dynamic,” Torres 
said in  an interview. 

Torres worked closely  with customs offic ials in Mexico Ci ty to streamline the 
process o f cross -border donations  through a new procedure known as the 
firma e lec tronica, or electronic signature. 

The new form cuts the steps only for those U.S donors whose recipient in 
Mexico has been certi fied b y the fe dera l government to receive donations. 

Pedro Cruz, director o f the Fundación Castro L imón, a Ti juana organizat ion 
that pays for children 's cancer treatment, has much prais e for the new 
procedure. 

Donations  that o nce mi ght be stuck for mo nths at the border now can cross in 
a matter o f hours, Cruz sa id. But other i tems that require a second level  o f 
authorization by separate Mexican agencies –  such as the heal th  or agricul ture 
ministries – still can face lengthy delays, he sa id. 

“I'd like to see this as a first  step,” Cruz said of the electronic signatu re. 

The l ifeguard towers w ere d onated through SDALERT, a co ali tion of San 
Diego County li feguard agencies. 

They look  l ike t iny cot tages, 9 feet tall  and measuring 12 feet by 1 2 feet. 
Purchased new, the fiberglass towers would cost $14,000 to $16,000 apiece. 
But now more than 10 years o ld, with their steel supports showing rust,  they 
would nor mally be headed for a landfi ll. The disposal cost for al l 16 uni ts was 
estimated at $20,000, said Quinta nar, the Imperial  B each l ifeguard. 

He said th e towers “just need a li ttl e TLC.” 
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The rusting steel supports have been cut  o ff,  and the Mexicans will  have to b uild their own support structures. The 
towers need painting a nd re pai rs, b ut T i juana' s l ifeguards are l ooking forward to g etting them. 

“They're in really good co ndi tion for us,” said Juan Hernandez,  head of aquatic rescues for the Tijuana Fi re 
Department. 

Tijuana's towers are so deteriorated and dir ty that “lifeguards p refer not to climb onto them,” H ernandez sa id. 

Concerned about the difficulty of tra nsporting the towers across the border, Ti juana Mayor Jorge Ramos' 
admin istration now has become directly involved, meeting w ith customs officials and making sure the necessary 
paperwor k is submitted. 

The towers' crossing date has not yet been se t, Quintanar sa id last week. H e is sure they wil l be put to  good use by 
Mexican l ifeguards once they arrive: “You want your front-line people in  a high, comfortable p lac e where you can h ave 
a great view.” 

Sandra Dibble: (619) 293-1716; sandra.d ibb le@uniontrib.com 
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