CHAPTER II   DEFINING THE BORDER AND ITS TRANS-NATIONAL/ TRANS-BORDER COMMUNITIES

“In order to preclude all difficulty in tracing upon the ground the limit separating Upper from Lower California, it is agreed that the said limit shall consist of a straight line drawn from the middle of the Rio Gila, where it unites with the Colorado, to a point on the coast of the Pacific Ocean, distant one marine league due south of the southernmost point of the port of San Diego, according to the plan of said port made in the year 1782 by Don Juan Pantoja, second sailing-master of the Spanish fleet, and published at Madrid in the year 1802, in the atlas to the voyage of the schooners Sutil and Mexicana; of which plan a copy is hereunto added, signed and sealed by the respective Plenipotentiaries.”   

---Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Article V, February 2, 1848

Re-Defining the Border
Borders are by their very nature complex constructs of man. The use of the term "border" can mean an international line or a region encompassing both sides of a political boundary. 
 The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo delineated specific boundaries between what was to be San Diego and Tijuana. Yet, today, the exact boundary of the border remains a blur.  The reason is simple.  In a sense, “the border” is a subjective construct, meaning many things to many different people.
Day visitors from Mexico may legally travel (al otro lado) in an area extending no more than 25 miles (40 kilometers) from the international border, as defined by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.
  Beyond this point, one must obtain additional visa documentation.  In other words, any Mexican day visitor traveling beyond La Jolla would technically need additional documentation.

Needless to say, for most legal Mexican visitors and undocumented migrant workers, the 25 miles limit is irrelevant.  This can be evidenced by the number of Baja California license plates on any given weekend at Legoland, located 48 miles from the international border in Carlsbad.  Still, most regular border crossers are conscious of what amounts to a “second border” delineated by the U.S. Border Patrol checkpoints at San Onofre on Interstate 5 (located 69 miles from the international line) or the Temacula checkpoint on Interstate 15 near the county line with Orange and Riverside Counties.  For migrants seeking to merely pass through San Diego as they travel onwards to other parts of California or the country, the county is viewed as a necessary transition zone to get a temporary job and earn enough money to get across this secondary line.

While NAFTA provided that both the United States and Mexico would permit cross-border trucking within both countries no later than December 18, 1995, to this date commercial vehicles are typically restricted to a border zone ranging from 3 to 20 miles along the entire U.S-Mexico border.  In San Diego-Tijuana, the border commercial zone has been extended to 45 miles or to the city limits of Oceanside.   Curiously, all limits were supposed to have been phased out by January 1, 2000 but reported safety concerns and pressures from labor union groups have prevented the commercial zone from being phased out.

Furthermore, the 1982 U.S.-Mexico Border Environmental Agreement (otherwise known as the La Paz Accord), defined the border as a region encompassing 100 kilometers (62 miles) on either side of the U.S.-Mexico border.  Recognizing that trans-boundary environmental impacts often extend further than this defined border area, in 2002, the US and Mexican governments agreed, in principle, to expand their definition of the border to 300km (186 miles) from the border line southward into Mexico for potential environmental infrastructure financing under the North American Development Bank (NADBANK).  Resolution of this expanded definition is now pending in the U.S. Senate. 
  Greater attention is now being placed on establishing a more precise definition to the international line, as demonstrated by the controversy between the U.S. Department of Homeland Security and the California Coastal Commission over the construction of the triple border fence along the final 3.5-mile stretch of the border before it reaches the ocean.


Beyond legal definitions and limits, a growing number of municipalities from across San Diego County, as well as its bordering Counties of Riverside, Orange and Imperial are directly impacted by their proximity to the border through increased migration and the resulting fiscal pressures on education, health and social services.  For example, among those hospitals located in California’s border counties (San Diego and Imperial) total uncompensated medical costs were over $79 million in 2000 for emergency health care to undocumented immigrants.

The interdependencies between San Diego, its neighboring Counties (Orange, Riverside, Imperial) and Baja California are complex due to the growing Latinization of the region’s population and the increased levels of family and inter-personal ties.  According to the US Census, 8.4 million Californians are of Mexican origin representing 25% of the state’s population.  In San Diego County, 26.7% of its 2.8 million permanent residents (or nearly 751,000 people) are of Hispanic origin, and the majority are of Mexican descent with this population not just concentrated near the border (South County) but also across the City of San Diego (Barrio Logan, Southeast San Diego, Central) and the Eastern portions of North County (Escondido, Vista, San Marcos, and Carlsbad).   

Jobs alone will not keep San Diego’s migrant labor force, as highlighted by research undertaken by the University of Southern California. The study shows  that California’s share of new immigrant arrivals dropped sharply between 1990 and 2000 compared to other regions of the country such as Texas, Georgia and North Carolina that offer migrants employment opportunities coupled with affordable housing and lower living costs.
  In fact, the Carlsbad Hiring Center run by the non-profit job training and job placement organization, SER/Jobs for Progress Inc., has in recent years been assisting San Diego-area migrants by placing applicants with employers in 27 different states.
    

What is going on at the Carlsbad Hiring Center is not an isolated trend.  According to the Pew Hispanic Center, Latino immigrants are among the most mobile and versatile segment of the U.S. labor force. The number of employed Latinos rose by 659,641 to 17.7 million between the fourth quarter of 2002 and the fourth quarter of 2003.  The non-Latino labor force (over 121 million workers) had less than 371,066 new jobs during that time.
  These job gains are largely attributable to the willingness of Latino workers to take low-wage jobs, relocate anywhere in the country, as well as rely on family networks as sources of employment information.
  According to Pew researcher and study co-author Rakesh Kochhar, “the one thing that characterizes immigrants is that they're go-getters and they're here to work.  To them it's not critical whether they do it in California or New England." 

Yet, not all of San Diego’s Mexican migrant labor force is mobile.  For a variety of reasons, including one’s employment situation, schools, or other personal reasons, a sizable number of transnational Mexican migrants and their families are opting to stay in San Diego County.  Without legal immigration status, the area’s high cost of living has contributed to a growing incidence of poverty for these residents.  Those trans-border residents fortunate to be able to legally cross the border have, in turn, enjoyed an improved standard of living with a U.S. paycheck, more affordable housing, and culturally competent education and health care options in Tijuana.

According to some transnational residents, there is the perception that Baja Californiano trans-border workers (without legal work authorization) take away their jobs and, in some cases, depress entry-level wages.  As one undocumented San Diego resident bluntly put it, “the cost of keeping a job, paying rent and supporting a family in San Diego is painfully high.  Often it takes two jobs to make ends meet.  For those coming from Tijuana (to work in San Diego), the only cost for a job is the price of a trolley ticket or gas and a few hours of delay at the border line.”
  In this sense, poverty and relative prosperity are predicated, in part, on one’s visa or migratory status.  

A Community of Crossers:  Who Crosses the Border?

The question of who crosses the border has been asked in the San Diego-Tijuana region numerous times over the years.  In the early 1990’s the San Diego Dialogue also issued their landmark study: Who Crosses the Border?
  The simple answer is that the community of cross-border commuters is quite diverse, cutting across a wide range of occupations and demographic profiles.  The universe of north-bound commuters can be classified into two principal groups:

· Trans-Nationals

· Trans-Border Residents

The frequency with which one may cross the border varies considerably as a function of immigration status, legal place of residency, citizenship, socio-economic status, and place of employment or school.  Among those that cross, there are dual citizens with passports from both the United States and Mexico and the ability to live and work on either side of the line.  Others are “Laser Visa” holders who have authorization to cross in the “border zone” for up to 72 hours but may or may not have legal work authorization.

Aside from those who, for reasons of immigration, cannot legally cross the border for fear of deportation, there are over 40,000 daily north-bound crossers that come to San Diego to work, shop, attend school or for recreation.  Some Tijuana residents cross the border daily; others cross less frequently. 

Of the community of cross-border residents, an estimated 50,000 have now signed up for the SENTRI program providing rapid passage across the international line.
  On average, a total of 7,000 to 8,000 use the SENTRI lanes at San Ysidro and Otay Mesa daily.
  The number of SENTRI users is expected to grow given the additional resources that the Department of Homeland Security has placed on expediting the approval of this SENTRI card issuance. 

For those without the SENTRI pass--which still accounts for the majority of daily crossers-- the border has become a daily nuisance.  Though some cross-border commuters endure border delays out of economic or personal necessity there are others that have chosen to cross less frequently or not at all.  These economic impacts have been felt by businesses on both sides of the line.  While no quantitative research currently exists to measure the economic impact of these post-9/11 delays, as of this writing the South Bay Economic Development Corporation has a study forthcoming to address this issue.

For those cross-border residents that opt not to cross as frequently, there is always cyberspace.  Increasingly, with the advent of the internet and more cost-effective telecommunications and cable television access, more cross-border interactions are occurring each day without ever crossing the border.  Still other families and some border interest groups prefer face-to-face interaction, even though the border fence may keep them physically apart (as illustrated by the monthly meetings of the San Diego-Tijuana Border Drug Free Coalition). 

Trans-Border Residents

According to Mexico’s 2000 Census data, 27,386 residents of Tijuana and Rosarito self-reported that their primary place of employment is the United States.
  Some of Baja California’s cross-border commuters are Mexican nationals with U.S. citizenship or authorized papers to legally cross each day to work or go to school.  Others are U.S. families or retirees on fixed income pensions or restricted incomes that compel them to live in Mexico to maintain a descent quality of life.   

Contrary to the stereotypical image of immigrants to the United States, the Mexican Census of 2000 shows that the Mexican trans-border residents who maintain their home in Tijuana or Rosarito and work in the U.S. have relatively high level of educational attainment.  More than two-thirds of these trans-border residents have junior high school or higher education, and 40% of Mexican men and 47.5% of women who work in the U.S. have high school or higher levels of education.  Over 70% use private health services as opposed to Mexico’s public sector health services.

Another interesting fact is the level of homeownership among those Mexican nationals living in Tijuana and Rosarito but working in the United States.  Here the level of homeownership is relatively high, with 72.6% of men and 79.6% of females owning homes, comparatively higher than those remaining to work in Baja California (67.1% for men; 68.2% for women).
  In this sense, the proximity to the border and the ability to earn a living in the United States provides many Baja California residents, including a growing number of former San Diego residents, with a strategic advantage over other Mexican nationals and San Diego County’s non-homeowners that are unable or unwilling to cross.  Still, a job in the United States has its limitations.  For a number of cross-border commuters without proper work authorization, they may have the advantages of earning a higher wage in San Diego but often lack health care benefits or insurance.

Trans-National Residents

Beyond specific definitions of where the border begins and ends, what is becoming clear is that with increased global mobility and human migration the impacts traditionally found only along the border are now felt well beyond the international line.  No one group better represents the blurring of the border than America’s growing Mexican transnational community.  Here the term “transnational” is characterized by sustained two-way contacts and links to friends and relatives in their place of origin.

Across the United States, the Mexican transnational community has become a powerful economic force impacting Mexico.  Collectively, this community sent over US$10 billion a year home to families and relatives in villages and towns across Mexico.  According to the US Department of Treasury, the estimated level of remittances to Mexico is expected to exceed $13 billion for 2003.
  

With a growing desire among the transnational community to become engaged in supporting community development-oriented projects in their communities of origin, Mexican Hometown Associations have emerged across the United States.  Today, there are over 450 hometown associations (HTA) located across the country, including a few such organizations in San Diego County.   In San Diego’s North County, the Oaxaqueño community is represented by a budding grassroots organization called Coalición de Comunidades Indígenas Oaxaqueños (Community Coalition of Indigenous Oaxaqueño) or COCIO.  COCIO now numbers over 200 members with representation from Oceanside, Carlsbad, San Marcos and Vista. In Tijuana, a similar Oaxaqueño hometown association have been formed called the Frente Indigena Oaxaqueño Binacional
, which now also has an affiliate in Fresno, California, further blurring the border northward.

While Oaxaqueños now represent the largest group of new migrants to San Diego County, the Mexican migrant community is actually quite diverse.  According to an analysis of the Mexican Matricula Consular data by the University of California, Los Angeles, North American Integration and Development (NAID) Center, nearly 84% of San Diego County’s newly arrived Mexican migrants came from just 13 of Mexico’s 31 states, but the top five migrant-sending states accounted for only slightly more than 50% of new migrants, as highlighted in Table 7:

Table 7:  San Diego Matriculas (1995-2002)

Total Count=63,260

	Mexican State Name
	Percent of Total

	Oaxaca
	11.69%

	Guerrero
	10.81%

	Jalisco
	10.08%

	Michoacan
	9.43%

	Baja California
	8.26%

	Federal District (Mexico City)
	7.37%

	Guanajuato
	5.02%

	Sinaloa
	4.28%

	Estado de Mexico
	4.05%

	Nayarit
	3.94%

	Queretaro
	3.02%

	Morelos
	2.93%

	Puebla
	2.71%


Source:  UCLA, NAID Center (Forthcoming Publication)

Transnational residents maintain strong ties to their native communities, but their degree of physical interaction with their community of origin is highly dependent on immigration status.  Those transnational migrants with green cards and permanent residency come and go across the border freely, visiting family and friends in their communities of origin as often as their budgets and employment schedules permit.  Many use their earnings in the United States to buy land and build homes in their communities of origin with a vision of eventually retiring in Mexico. Though many transnational migrants continue to work in San Diego’s agriculture, service and construction sectors, some of those with legal status in the United States have been able to secure higher paying jobs in other sectors of the economy.  

On the other hand, those transnational migrants without proper documentation are faced with many challenges. With the tightening of border security, the cost and risks of re-entry has increased, leading to a marked decline in circular migration for those transnational migrants without legal papers.  This has resulted in a growing number of these migrants seeking permanent settlement in the United States.
  The tightening of the border has hit these undocumented transnational residents particularly hard, with increased cases of depression, domestic violence, and other forms of mental illness.
    

Undocumented transnational residents face other challenges, including occupational workplace hazards, employer abuses, and health risks due to their living circumstances.The high cost of housing in San Diego has forced many families to double and triple up with 10 to 12 people per household.  Another 10,000 to 15,000 of San Diego County’s migrant workers are still living in migrant worker camps without adequate electricity, sewage or running water.
  Far too often, the human suffering that the border brings to San Diego’s transnational community is overlooked by the rest of the community.  These impacts nevertheless touch us all either directly or indirectly, as this region has come to rely so heavily on migrant labor.

The case of Mexico’s transnational community clearly illustrates that in addition to the economic impact of migrants, such as the services they provide and their consumer spending, there are also significant societal costs that are being borne due to human migration on both sides of the border.

The San Diego-Tijuana Border Community vs. the Rest of the Border:  How Do We Compare?  

There are some that argue that San Diego-Tijuana region is unlike other sister cities along the 2,000 mile U.S.-Mexico border.   In fact, according to a recently published book by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace entitled Caught in the Middle: Border Communities in the Era of Globalization (2001), communities in Texas are perceived as less affluent but at the same time having much better cross-border relations than San Diego-Tijuana, or California-Baja California.
 According to this report, four factors explain the difference between Texas border towns and San Diego, namely language, culture, governance, and economics.
Indeed, a comparative analysis of U.S. border counties reveals that San Diego County has a Gross Regional Product (GRP) that amounts to $126 billion or over seven times that of the next largest border regional economy—El Paso ($17.09 billion).  While Mexican border communities have relatively similar per capita incomes, the differences between San Diego ($29,488) and its Texas counterparts are striking as illustrated in Table 8.

	Table 8: Gross Regional Product Per Capita, 1999

	Municipality
	Per capita GRP*
	County
	Per capita GRP*
	Ratio

	Mexicali
	6,366
	Imperial
	17,550
	2.76

	Tijuana
	6,800
	San Diego
	29,488
	4.34

	Juarez
	7,074
	El Paso
	17,216
	2.43

	Nuevo Laredo
	5,678
	Laredo
	14,112
	2.48

	*Gross regional product is the county or municipal equivalent of national GDP.
Source: Jim Gerber (SDSU)’s calculations based on INEGI and Department of Commerce data.


Another difference is language.  Along the Texas border, the predominant language among all residents is Spanish in contrast to San Diego County as a whole (see Table 9).

	Table 9: Selected Demographic Characteristics 

	
	Imperial
	San Diego
	Webb (Laredo)
	El Paso

	English spoken at home
	32.2%
	67.0%
	8.0%
	26.7%

	Spanish spoken at home
	65.3%
	21.9%
	91.3%
	71.2%

	English spoken less than "very well"
	33.1%
	10.5%
	44.2%
	32.0%

	Hispanic or Latino
	72.2%
	26.7%
	94.3%
	65.8%

	Population
	145,744
	2,862,819
	210,000
	688,039

	Source: 2000 US Census Bureau 


Also, San Diego County’s index of Latino childhood poverty (26.5%) is slightly lower than that of the 48 non-border states (27.2%).  By comparison, the index of childhood poverty in Imperial County for 2000 was 31.3% while an average index among all Texas border counties was 42.2%.
 

Such county-wide statistics, however, mask the growing pockets of urban and rural poverty that have become ever-present in San Diego County, much of it in the Mexican transnational community.  A closer review of  the U.S. Census 2000 data at the community and Census Tract level reveals that San Diego County ranks sixth in the country among metropolitan areas with the largest increase in high poverty neighborhoods—ten census tracts-- between 1990 and 2000.
    

In many of the communities with over 1% increase in their poverty level between 1990 and 2000, over 30% of population is Hispanic, with the majority being of Mexican origin.  These communities include San Ysidro, Barrio Logan, National City, Southeast San Diego, El Cajon, Lemon Grove, Jamul, Vista, Oceanside, San Marcos, and Rainbow.  A comparative analysis of matrícula consular data from the Mexican Consulate in San Diego reveals that the majority of these communities identified with increases in poverty are in areas that have experienced upswings in the populations of Mexican migrants settling in the area since 1990.

	Table 10

Comparison between San Diego Census 2000 and

Texas Border Kids Count 2003

	San Diego Cities
	 TOTAL 

Population 
	 

Percent

Hispanic
	 

Percent

Non Hisp.
	 

High School

Drop Out
	Percent Families

Below Poverty

w/children under 18
	Median 

Household 

Income 

	Logan Heights
	2,616 
	91%
	9%
	26%
	38%
	$ 22,802.00 

	National City
	2,960 
	46%
	54%
	20%
	18%
	$ 39,792.00 

	Southeast S.D.
	4,547 
	55%
	45%
	20%
	8%
	$ 42,917.00 

	San Marcos
	4,665 
	61%
	39%
	21%
	15%
	$ 41,995.00 

	San Ysidro
	5,547 
	96%
	4%
	18%
	39%
	$ 20,401.00 

	 

 

Texas Counties
	 

TOTAL 

Popul. 
	 

Percent

Hispanic
	 

Percent

Non Hisp.
	 

High School

Drop Out
	Percent Latino

Children

Living in Poverty
	Median 

Household 

Income 

	Culberson Co.
	2,975 
	72%
	28%
	15%
	35%
	$ 25,882.00 

	Hudspeth Co.
	3,344 
	75%
	25%
	11%
	46%
	$ 21,045.00 

	Jim Hogg Co.
	5,281 
	91%
	9%
	3%
	31%
	$ 25,833.00 

	Presidio Co.
	7,304 
	84%
	16%
	16%
	46%
	$ 19,860.00 

	Brooks Co.
	7,976 
	92%
	8%
	20%
	52%
	$ 18,622.00 

	www.census.gov; http://www.fedstats.gov/qf/states/48/48109.html


Taken as a whole, the Carnegie Endowment for Peace’s assessment is correct:  San Diego is a comparatively more affluent community than all other border communities.  Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that San Diego County is a vast and diverse county the size of the State of Connecticut (4,845.4 square miles).  As Table 10 demonstrates, there are several San Diego communities with poverty levels at or above the levels found in many Texas border communities.  It is also worth noting that in many cases specific San Diego communities such as San Ysidro or Southeast San Diego are larger than many Texas Counties in terms of their total population.  Therefore, when comparing San Diego against other border communities it is important not to generalize.  As the community-based statistics reveal, “America’s Finest City” is experiencing growing poverty in communities with residents that are predominantly of Mexican origin.
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