
 Practical Solutions for Immigrants and America 

November 2012 

 
The “Border Bubble”: A Look at Spending on U.S. Borders  

 

“It is safe to say that there has been more money, manpower, infrastructure, [and] 

technology, invested in the border-protection mission in the last three years than ever 

before”1 

—Janet Napolitano, Department of Homeland Security Secretary   

 

The number of illegal border crossings, a “key indicator” of the number of individuals 

trying to cross the border, has been steadily decreasing in recent years.2  During the 

same period, border security efforts have been continuously increasing, and resources 

that are being allocated to further buttress the border are continuing to grow with “no 

end in sight.” 3  

 

Despite the hyperbole that often surrounds discussion of our borders, they are not “out 

of control.” Rather, it is the willingness of politicians to throw ever greater sums of 

money at border enforcement programs that is out of control.  The “militarization of the 

border,” as the process is sometimes called, has thus far been a “$90 billion project that 

marshaled thousands of Border Patrol agents and National Guard, deployed manned 

aircraft and aerial drones, established military-style bases and a network of radio-

transmission towers, and carved thousands of miles of new roads in national parks and 

wildlife refuges.”4 The following is a brief look at the current state of border security, 

including technology, infrastructure and personnel. 

 

TECHNOLOGY 

 

The 2002 Homeland Security Act created the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), 

and transferred to it many of the immigration enforcement responsibilities that were 

previously assigned to the Department of Justice. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) 
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was created in 2003 as a sub-component of DHS that is charged in part with securing 

the United States’ borders and ports of entry (POE). In carrying out its mission, CBP 

relies heavily on technology. Its border operations have taken a two-fold approach to 

technological development.  

 

CBP first works to harness the potential from already existing technologies. Recently, it 

has explored ways in which it can recycle the technologies deployed on the Afghan and 

Iraqi front lines and utilize them on the Southwest border as disengagement from these 

conflicts continues. So far, more than 100 types of military equipment have been tested 

for potential use on U.S. borders, including hand-held translation devices.5 

 

In August 2012, CBP in conjunction with the Department of Defense (DOD) began to 

test the use of “aerostats” in the Texas Rio Grande Valley. These 72-foot-long blimps, 

which the military used to monitor insurgent activity abroad, are now being redirected 

to monitor drug trafficking and illegal crossings along the U.S.-Mexico border.6 CBP has 

also deployed “mobile surveillance units, thermal imaging systems, and large-and-

small-scale non-intrusive inspection equipment” to the U.S. borders. 

 

The second prong of DHS’ approach to technology development is commissioning its 

own new border-specific equipment. Two such projects include the numerous attempts 

of the failed “virtual border fence” as well as CBP-specific drone program. In January 

2010, DHS announced that it was abandoning its “virtual fence” project known as the 

Secure Border Initiative, or SBInet.7 While the project was originally set to be 

constructed along the entire 2,100-mile Southwest border, after five years and nearly a 

billion dollars, SBInet only covers 2.5% of the border—a mere fifty-three miles.8 The 

high-tech towers comprising the project were equipped with “communications 

package[s]” containing radar, cameras, infrared lasers, and lasers.9 

 

SBInet was not entirely innovative. It was actually the third iteration of such a high-tech 

tower system, following on the heels of other unsuccessful attempts to widely install 

similar towers in 1997 and 2003.10 Despite three failed attempts to install a virtual 

fence, DHS is once again in talks to try developing a system of towers along the border. 

For this SBInet alternative project, the government has earmarked around $750 
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million.11 The “Integrated Fixed Towers” looks to combine already existing physical 

infrastructure with other existing sensor technologies (such as unattended ground 

sensors) to create a virtual fence monitoring system.12 

 

These types of Remote Video Surveillance Systems are not confined to the Southwest 

border. CBP has been ramping up efforts to acquire this and other technologies along 

the Northern Border as well. For its Northern Border Project, CBP is acquiring various 

technologies (though generally of an “off-the-shelf” nature) to help improve its air, land 

and maritime coverage.13 

 

CBP has experienced a similar level of success with its use of unmanned aircraft systems 

like those used in Afghanistan and Iraq, more commonly known as drones. DHS has 

commissioned its own drones, rather than recycling Defense Department drones. 

Between 2006 and 2011, CBP drone operations and maintenance costs totaled $53.3 

million. With each drone costing about $18 million, Congress spent more than $240 

million to establish the unmanned aircraft program for CBP.14   

 

Despite investing considerable resources to acquire this technology, CBP had no plan for 

effectively operating the unmanned drone flights and lacked both the on-the-ground 

equipment needed to orchestrate flights as well as the technological and personnel 

capacity to arrange for maintenance or repairs.15 This resulted in extreme 

underutilization of the technology at the cost of diverting funds from other areas, even 

as CBP acquired three new drones in its fleet.16 A criticism of CBP’s drone project has 

been that it is a “very expensive” way of acquiring information that could be obtained 

through plenty of other ways, including the manned aircrafts already in CBP’s fleet.17 

 

A May 2012 report from the DHS Office of Inspector General (OIG) recommended that 

CBP cease acquiring additional drones until it had developed a more comprehensive 
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management plan for using them appropriately.18 CBP continues to explore alternatives 

to the more expensive predator drones, such as hand-launch mini-drones.19 

 

Beyond the virtual fence and drone projects, CBP has pursued other innovative ways to 

use technology in furthering its mission. In conjunction with the University of Arizona, 

for example, CBP recently developed a “lie-detecting virtual border official.” The 

Automated Virtual Agent for Truth Assessments in Real-Time (AVATAR) is more 

informally known as Elvis.20   

 

INFRASTRUCTURE 

 

CBP has developed a huge infrastructure to strengthen the United States’ borders. In 

April 2011, CBP reported having 142 Border Patrol Stations, 34 Permanent Checkpoints, 

93 Tactical Checkpoints and 2 Remote Forward Operating Bases (with plans to have 58 

permanent checkpoints and 17 forward operating bases along the borders).21 In addition 

to its directly owned facilities, valued at about $3.3 billion, CBP also leases over 300 

facilities for its internal business partners at a yearly cost of about $500 million.22 In 

February 2012, it was also recorded that CBP had a fleet of 16,875 vehicles and 269 

aircraft at its disposal.23 As of June 2012 CBP also boasted more than 300 watercrafts.24   

 

A mainstay of infrastructure at the border has been the fence along the U.S.-Mexico 

border, a result of the 2006 Secure Fence Act.25  As of August 2012, the government had 

erected approximately 650 miles of fencing at a cost of about $3 billion. The price tag 

includes such gaffes as accidentally building six-feet into Mexican territory at points, 

requiring demolition and reconstruction costing millions of dollars.26 
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The direct expenses of the border fence range from acquiring the land on which to build 

and the material costs of construction to the post-construction lifetime maintenance 

costs, which have been estimated to be as high as $49 billion.27 Holes are frequently 

punched through the fence, and must be repaired. Efforts to tunnel under the fence have 

increased in recent years and so has the cost of filling in and blocking off such tunnels.28 

Despite of the cost and apparent shortcomings of a physical barrier, the Obama 

administration is constructing fourteen additional miles of fence in South Texas, while 

Arizona is trying to raise its own funds to build an additional two-hundred miles of 

border fence.29  

 

Expensive in its own right, the fence (along with associated infrastructure) has also 

spurred a host of indirect costs that are most often borne by the local communities and 

States through which it runs. In 2009, DHS acknowledged the negative impact that 

CBP’s activities were having on the borderland ecosystems and earmarked $50 million 

to restore lands affected by CBP.30 In June 2012, however, the House ordered DHS to 

stop making the environmental damage repair payments, characterizing them as 

“extortion” that undermined CBP’s work.31 

 

In many areas, the fence’s physical presence greatly disturbs the natural habitat of the 

local wildlife and cuts off traditional migratory routes with devastating effects.32 But the 

fence has also diverted the paths of people travelling across the border. This leads to the 

use of national wildlife refuges and parks as alternative routes that requires CBP to then 

traipse through federal lands in the course of its duty and altogether creates an even 

deeper cumulative effect on the parks and refuges.33  

 

The fence’s construction also interferes with natural drainage patterns and has caused 

increased flooding of lands and individuals’ farms. While DHS was aware of the flooding 
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risk when authorizing construction, they were not obliged to take such warnings into 

consideration because, in 2009, Congress granted DHS authority to exempt CBP from a 

number of environmental laws that would otherwise govern such installations.34   

 

A new bill currently making its way through Congress will further expand CBP 

exemptions with certain continuing devastating effects on the ecosystems along the 

border. In addition to empowering CBP to disregard the Endangered Species Act, 

Wilderness Act, and National Environmental Policy Act (amongst others) when it deems 

necessary, the bill would also allow for the “construction of military installations, roads, 

airstrips, and communications towers” within 100-miles of the borders, including “6oo-

million acres of federally-protected land [that] includes more than 10 national parks.” 

The bill also authorizes the construction of CBP surveillance towers (such as the 

Integrative Fixed Towers) on these lands.35 

 

Recently, communities in the Rio Grande River Valley have voiced their concerns over 

flooding in connection with the construction of three new fencing segments in the Rio 

Grande flood plain. Residents in the flood plain would prefer to see officials address 

border security not with increased fencing, but rather with additional personnel.36 

However, with steadily swelling ranks of CBP officials and reports of agents not having 

enough to occupy their time, it is unclear that adding more ranks would be a proper fix 

either.  

 

PERSONNEL 

 

Since 2008, the Border Patrol doubled in size to nearly 22,00037 and as of February 

2012, CBP had 21,063 Officers; 21,137 Border Patrol Agents; 2,312 Agriculture 

Specialists; 1,576 canine enforcement teams; 334 equestrian patrols; and 1,229 Air and 

Marine agents.38 A “personnel heavy” agency, the Border Patrol is the second largest 

police force in America, second only to the New York Police Department.39 While CBP is 
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a massive and “diverse organization of law enforcement professionals, trade specialists, 

intelligence analysts, agricultural scientist, and other employees,”40 it is far from alone 

on the U.S. borders.   

 

Multiple federal agencies deploy officers to the various border regions. In addition to 

CBP, for example, the agency responsible for immigration enforcement in the U.S. 

interior, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), also deploys agents to the 

border. DOJ also sends officers to the borders through the FBI, Immigration Courts, its 

Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force Program (OCDETF); the Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives; and the Drug Enforcement Agency. The 

Departments of Agriculture and Interior also maintain federal agents on the border for a 

variety of missions, as does the Department of Defense. 

 

Through DOD, President Bush first sent the National Guard to the Border in 2006.  

While the number of National Guard troops at the border climbed to about 1,200 by 

February 2006, this has dropped to about 300 since December 2011.41 In June 2012 

however, the Maryland National Guard deployed two more crews to Texas to provide 

aerial surveillance assistance to CBP.42   

 

The presence of federal agents and CBP presence in particular on the borders may now 

be at a saturation point. A September 2012 report by the Immigration Policy Center of 

the American Immigration Council provides insight as to some of the problems that 

arise when there are more Border Patrol agents on the ground than work to go around.43  

Still the Presidential FY 2013 budget request seeks increased funding to pay for 21,186 

CBP Officers and 21,370 U.S. Border Patrol Agents in the coming year, a modest but 

noteworthy increase.44 Faced with budgetary requests to accommodate additional CBP 

personnel, both the House and the Senate have sounded warnings to CBP as to the over-

investment in personnel at the expense of infrastructure and technological development.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

U.S. Border Security functions as an interplay of technology, infrastructure, and 

personnel. Where one area outpaces the other, the imbalances give rise to inefficiency 

and misuse—or lack of use—of available resources. More resources have been directed 

toward securing our borders in the past few years than ever before even while illegal 

border crossings have dropped sharply.45 Rather than continuing to pour new resources 

of questionable value to further buttress border security, CBP should work toward 

finding a balance of its already available technology, infrastructure, and personnel to 

achieve optimal performance for its stated mission. 
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