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he destructive influence of Mexican cartels and the drugs they traffic, particularly 

fentanyl, is well known on both sides of the border, and some Republican lawmakers say 

it’s time for the U.S. government to respond. 

News broke over the weekend that armed men stormed a resort in the central Mexican 

state of Guanajuato on Saturday, killing six adults and a child. Although it was not 

immediately clear who was responsible for the violence, Reuters reported rival drug 

cartels have been doing battle in the region. 

On the American side of the border, cities and towns are struggling with an increase in 

violence and drug addiction, and many local leaders, including Jonathan Lines, a 

supervisor in Yuma County, Arizona, say that a more aggressive approach from the 

federal government is necessary. Yuma County shares almost 150 miles of border with 

Mexico.  
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“I don’t know anybody in Yuma whose lives have not been touched by fentanyl over the 

last few years,” Lines said in a phone interview with the Deseret News. 

For Lines, anecdotes that illustrate the cartels’ presence in Yuma come easily. His 

housekeeper’s son, he said, was killed by a fatal dose of fentanyl. 

“The pressure that the people feel when it’s applied from the cartel is pretty significant,” 

Lines added. “So, I think that a more collective approach with law enforcement and 

military is needed to combat these challenges.” 

Lines, who is also a former chairman of the Arizona Republican Party, isn’t alone in his 

position. A growing chorus of Republican lawmakers, including Utah Republican Sen. 

Mike Lee, are calling for more aggressive action against Mexican cartels. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/gunmen-storm-mexican-resort-kill-7-including-child-2023-04-16/


This year, multiple bills have been introduced in the U.S. House and Senate that would 

designate Mexican cartels as “foreign terrorist organizations” in order to broaden the 

actions that can be used against them. 

In an interview with the Deseret News, Lee said he made it clear to Mexican President 

Andrés Manuel López Obrador during a visit in March that the GOP is not trying to start 

a war within Mexico. 
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“I think there’s some misunderstanding about exactly what designating them as terror 

organizations would do,” Lee said. “The purpose of doing that is primarily to give U.S. 

law enforcement officials at the U.S. Treasury additional tools to be able to seize assets... 

tools we wouldn’t otherwise have. And I actually think that’s important.” 

Another bill, introduced by Texas Republican Rep. Dan Crenshaw, would give 

authorization for the use of military force against Mexican cartels, similar to those 

approved for Iraq and Afghanistan.  

“My legislation will put us at war with the cartels,” Crenshaw said in a January press 

release. Crenshaw later said in a Wall Street Journal op-ed that “No one is talking about 

an invasion or a war with Mexico.” Instead, the authorization for the use of military force 

would provide “the minimum authority needed to operate with the Mexican military, as 

we’ve done with other allies battling internal insurgencies.” 

Once considered a fringe idea, these aggressive tactics have now become a common 

refrain among Republicans, with former president Donald Trump, and other 2024 

hopefuls Nikki Haley and Vivek Ramaswamy, promising to take military action against 

the cartels if elected commander in chief. 

This stance comes as the number of undocumented immigrants and illicit drugs trafficked 

across the border by Mexican cartels reaches unprecedented levels. According 

to data released by U.S. Customs and Border Protection, in 2022, there were a record 2.5 

million border encounters, compared to 550,000 in 2020. That same year, 13,400 pounds 

of fentanyl were seized by border patrol officers, compared to 7,300 pounds seized in 

2020, according to the Drug Enforcement Agency. 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that Fentanyl is 50 times stronger 

than heroin and has become the leading cause of death among adults ages 18 to 45, with 

more than 70,000 people dying from a fentanyl overdose in 2021 and again in 2022.  
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https://www.lee.senate.gov/2023/3/lee-joins-delegation-to-mexico-urging-cooperation-on-mutual-security-challenges
https://crenshaw.house.gov/2023/1/reps-crenshaw-and-waltz-introduce-aumf-targeting-mexican-drug-cartels
https://crenshaw.house.gov/2023/1/reps-crenshaw-and-waltz-introduce-aumf-targeting-mexican-drug-cartels
https://www.wsj.com/articles/mexico-drug-cartels-us-military-force-dan-crenshaw-32cf4fd2
https://www.axios.com/2023/04/03/gops-war-on-the-cartels
https://www.foxnews.com/politics/trump-vows-deploy-special-forces-military-assets-inflict-maximum-damage-cartels
https://www.realclearpolitics.com/video/2023/03/16/nikki_haley_put_special_operations_forces_into_mexico_to_deal_with_drug_cartels.html
https://twitter.com/NewsNation/status/1631106597106638850?s=20
https://www.axios.com/2023/04/03/gops-war-on-the-cartels
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/migrant-border-crossings-fiscal-year-2022-topped-276-million-breaking-rcna53517
https://www.dea.gov/
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
https://www.dea.gov/
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/drug-seizure-statistics
https://www.cdc.gov/stopoverdose/fentanyl/index.html
https://www.familiesagainstfentanyl.org/press-releases/fentanyl-poisoning-is-now-1-cause-of-death-in-adults-18-45-in-the-us
https://nida.nih.gov/research-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates


But opponents of the idea say that designating Mexican cartels as terrorist organizations 

or authorizing military force would risk shattering America’s relationship with the 

Mexican government, escalating violence along the southern border and embroiling the 

country in another war on terror, all without addressing the true underlying causes, 

including America’s demand for illicit drugs.  

“Knocking out some drug labs in Mexico will not solve the basic problem. And 

designating the cartels as terrorist groups is hardly a solution,” said Brian Jenkins, a 

senior adviser at the RAND Corporation, in a piece for The Hill. Jenkins suggests that the 

moves by Republican lawmakers are meant to send a loud message and don’t address the 

deeper problem. But Lines and others believe inaction will cost more American lives. 

A threat to national security 

Mexican cartels became the dominant supplier of drugs to the U.S. after Colombian 

narco-traffickers were toppled by U.S. intervention in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In 

the decades since, cartels like the influential Sinaloa Cartel, and its offshoots, have 

engaged in internecine warfare, government intimidation and indiscriminate killings, and 

now control vast swaths of Mexican territory.  

Jeffrey Addicott, a retired Lt. Col. and professor of national security and terrorism law at 

St. Mary’s University in San Antonio, Texas, said that due to the cartel’s entrenchment in 

Mexican society, it might be better to view them as “virtual states” rather than criminal 

drug organizations.  

“The cartels have all the attributes of a nation state,” Addicott said in a phone interview 

with the Deseret News. “They have an armed force, they have a taxing system, they have 

geographic areas where they operate.” 

And alongside this growing perception of sovereignty, cartels have grown increasingly 

bold in their violence against officials and citizens.  

• In March, four U.S. citizens were kidnapped by cartel members just across the 

border from Brownsville, Texas. Two were killed and the other two were 

returned to Mexican authorities. 

• In August of last year, cities across northern and central Mexico burst 

into flames in an unprecedented show of violence as cartel members reacted to 

the attempted arrest of one of their leaders 

• In November 2019, three women and six children were murdered in an ambush by 

cartel members.   

https://thehill.com/opinion/national-security/3911319-should-mexicos-drug-cartels-be-designated-foreign-terrorist-organizations/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/mexicos-long-war-drugs-crime-and-cartels
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/18/mexico-drug-cartels-violence-civilians
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/cesar-valencia-aguililla-mayor-killed-mexico-drug-war/
https://apnews.com/article/drug-cartels-caribbean-ap-top-news-international-news-az-state-wire-e55d2bec8ccb4dd694f4c0b34aa4b147
https://www.globalguardian.com/newsroom/risk-map-mexico#:~:text=Cartel%20Jalisco%20Nueva%20Generacion%20(CJNG,other%20locations%20across%20the%20country.
https://www.cnn.com/2023/03/07/americas/mexico-matamoros-us-citizens-kidnapping-tuesday/index.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/18/mexico-drug-cartels-violence-civilians
https://twitter.com/AdrianLopezMX/status/1558312406207451137?s=20
https://apnews.com/article/drug-cartels-caribbean-ap-top-news-international-news-az-state-wire-e55d2bec8ccb4dd694f4c0b34aa4b147


The cartels’ power is also shown by their control of the drug trade, Lines said. The 

number of both immigrants and drugs crossing the border have skyrocketed in recent 

years.  
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Yuma County has been especially hard hit, Lines said, with fentanyl-related deaths 

significantly higher than the national average. In testimony to Congress, Yuma County 

Sheriff Leon N. Wilmot said his county had 50 overdose deaths in 2022. 

But while border communities like Yuma may be on the frontlines, the impacts of the 

cartels’ power can be felt across the county, according to Joshua Treviño, the chief of 

intelligence and research at the Texas Public Policy Foundation.  

“It’s important to move away from a framework where these are really just border 

issues,” Treviño said in a phone interview with the Deseret News. “All of the above is 

really a 50 state problem at this point.” 

Policy proposals and problems 

Talk of addressing cartel violence through military action was renewed when Crenshaw 

and Florida Republican Rep. Mike Waltz introduced a bill to authorize military force 

against cartels in January, shortly after an explosion of cartel violence in northern Mexico 

that left over 30 dead.  

The bill authorizes the president to use military force “against those responsible for 

trafficking fentanyl … or carrying out other related activities that cause regional 

destabilization in the Western Hemisphere.” The authorization would apply only to 

individuals and organizations outside of U.S. territory and would sunset after five years.  

It’s difficult to know what an authorization of military force against Mexican cartels 

would do, Treviño said, but Crenshaw and Waltz have clarified that it would not mean an 

invasion. Rather, the authorization could be used to conduct intelligence operations, 

special forces missions, and cyber and drone attacks.  
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Among the bills in the House and Senate that would designate specific Mexican cartels as 

terrorist organizations, a version put forward by Republican Sens. Lindsey Graham of 

South Carolina, John Kennedy of Louisiana, Mike Lee of Utah, and three others, would 

formally designate nine Mexican cartels as terrorist organizations, making it easier to 

prosecute and use military force against them and granting the Secretary of Treasury 

authority to freeze the cartels’ assets. 

https://judiciary.house.gov/sites/evo-subsites/republicans-judiciary.house.gov/files/evo-media-document/WilmotTestimony.pdf
https://apnews.com/article/politics-united-states-government-mexico-drug-crimes-city-d74ba460138c067ca538c862e3f0a5b0
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-joint-resolution/18/text?format=txt&r=2&s=1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HR0hAAoY_Ik
https://roy.house.gov/media/press-releases/rep-roy-reintroduces-bill-designate-cartels-terrorist-organizations
https://www.rickscott.senate.gov/2023/3/sens-rick-scott-roger-marshall-reintroduce-drug-cartel-terrorist-designation-act
https://www.kennedy.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/7/7/772065f7-f2e9-4514-8c0b-b35379ce68d5/94672C924066552BE3B82F9020C136EE.bag23110.pdf


Such measures were considered during the Trump administration but failed to 

materialize.  

Critics of these measures say the terrorist designation could hurt migrants by making 

them subject to prosecution based on their reliance on cartels for entering the U.S. There 

is also fear that such action would escalate cartel violence and harm an already strained 

relationship between the U.S. and Mexico.  

“The history of the United States declaring war or authorizing the use of the military 

against non-state actors is not a happy one,” said Justin Logan, director of defense and 

foreign policy studies at the Cato Institute, in an email to the Deseret News. “There has 

been little examination of what a military campaign would look like. … At this point it is 

just flailing, and that’s dangerous.” 

What’s more, Logan said, these efforts are unlikely to have any effect on the amount of 

drugs crossing the border. When the U.S. defeated drug trafficking operations in Peru and 

Colombia, they moved to Mexico. If the U.S. were to eradicate Mexican cartels, the drug 

trade would just crop up somewhere else, Logan said. There’s just too much money to be 

made.  

“As long as Americans are willing to engage in risky behavior like taking drugs, and as 

long as there are astronomical profits in supplying them, there will be little way to break 

out of this morbid cycle,” Logan said.  
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Though the U.S. has a history of launching operations to topple drug trafficking cartels, 

the actions currently being considered by Congress would be unprecedented, Addicott 

said. For one, the U.S. has never designated a drug cartel as a terrorist organization, and 

past anti-cartel campaigns have always involved close coordination with the governments 

of other countries. 

“The difference here is that they’re looking at doing it with or without the cooperation of 

the Mexican government because the Mexican government has shown that they’re either 

unwilling or not able to take action against the cartels,” Addicott said.  

Fighting cartel corruption 

Despite decades of attempted cooperation between the U.S. and Mexican governments to 

address cartel violence, including billions of dollars to modernize Mexico’s security and 

judicial systems, there appears to be very little to show for it. Cartel homicides hover near 

an all-time high, according to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime’s International 

Homicide Statistics database. 

https://www.nationalreview.com/corner/new-proposal-will-seek-to-authorize-military-force-against-mexican-cartels/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/trump-plans-to-designate-mexican-cartels-as-terror-groups-stirring-outcry/2019/11/26/8ebaeefa-10b7-11ea-bf62-eadd5d11f559_story.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-50697635
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/mexicos-long-war-drugs-crime-and-cartels
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/mexicos-long-war-drugs-crime-and-cartels
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?locations=MX


Frustrated by the lack of success, some U.S. lawmakers now talk openly about acting 

without Mexico’s consent. Mexican authorities have responded with outrage.  

“We are not going to permit any foreign government to intervene in our territory, much 

less that a government’s armed forces intervene,” Mexican President Andrés Manuel 

López Obrador said last month in response to a tweet from Crenshaw. 

But Treviño said he considers unilateral action by the U.S. the only viable option.  
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“The bottom line is that the efforts have failed because the Mexican state values 

cooperation with the cartels more than it does doing right by its own citizens,” Treviño 

said. 

Recent government policies in Mexico have deemphasized arresting cartel members. And 

Treviño says if cartels don’t face tougher pushback their corrupting influence will 

continue to spread across the boarder, referring to several incidents in which Texas 

sheriff departments were found to be engaged in drug trafficking. 

“Democratic civics is a very fragile thing and cartels are a direct threat to that,” Treviño 

said. “You can either have cartels flourishing as they are … in which case Democratic 

civics in America is over, or we can fight them.” 

Lines agrees that the coercive pressure of the cartels is a daily reality for many on the 

frontlines. His brother, a border patrol officer, was recently forced to arrest one of his 

own agents who was caught trafficking drugs for the cartel in his border patrol vehicle. 

“It broke morale just to see one of your own being coerced into doing something from the 

cartel,” Lines said.  

Lines says that many border patrol officers are overwhelmed and discouraged by these 

pressures and that the time for the U.S. to act with decisive force against the cartels is 

now.  

“If there was any other possibility, I would like to know what it is,” Lines said. “I know 

that as a local community, we have done everything that we can do.” 

https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/mexico-president-rejects-us-lawmakers-calls-military-intervention-against-2023-03-09/
https://twitter.com/DanCrenshawTX/status/1633162740754706458?s=20
https://www.dw.com/es/el-narcopacto-electoral-entre-los-hijos-y-hermanos-de-el-chapo-con-morena/a-62030598
https://www.texaspolicy.com/abrazos-no-balazos-the-mexican-state-cartel-nexus/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/mexicos-long-war-drugs-crime-and-cartels
https://time.com/5705358/sinaloa-cartel-mexico-culiacan/
https://www.texasmonthly.com/true-crime/the-bad-guy-with-the-badge/
https://www.texasobserver.org/members-panama-unit-go-jail-former-sheriff-awaits-day-court/
https://www.texasstandard.org/stories/life-sentence-cut-for-texas-sheriff-who-once-symbolized-war-on-drugs/

