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The Issue: U.S. Secretary of Homeland Security, retired Marine Corps General John F. Kelly, 

issued new memoranda on the implementation of President Trump’s January 25, 2017 Executive 

Order titled ‘Border Security and Immigration Enforcement Improvement’. The documents spell 

out a firm U.S. stance toward the deportation of illegal immigrants—especially those who have 

committed crimes. The issue is primarily related to the southern border, and thus affects the 

relations between the United States and Mexico. 

 

The background: Crimes committed by illegal immigrants served as a hot topic throughout 

Donald J. Trump’s presidential campaign. In fact, it was the Trump team that focused the 

spotlight on this issue during the debates. The Trump campaign correlated the problem of illegal 

immigration with two of the themes the public is most concerned about: security and prosperity. 

Accordingly, Donald J. Trump called for defending U.S. laws breached by criminal aliens, and 

for protecting American employees from foreign workers. In practical terms, the border defense 

plans included stricter measures against illegal immigration such as increasing the number of 

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers, a more effective removal of criminal 

aliens, and ending the practice of ‘catch-and-release’ (that is keeping illegal immigrants detained 

until their hearings and their removal). However, Donald J. Trump’s most often cited plan in this 

regard was the construction of a permanent wall along the United States’ border with Mexico, 

which he called on Mexico to finance. The wall has become one of the highlights and perhaps 

one of the most controversial components of the Trump campaign. Therefore, it was no surprise 

when actions followed words and President Trump issued one of his first executive orders on 

border security on January 25, 2017. The executive order titled ‘Border Security and Immigration 

Enforcement Improvements’ called for ‘the immediate construction of a physical wall on the 

southern border, monitored and supported by adequate personnel so as to prevent illegal 

immigration, drug and human trafficking, and acts of terrorism’. The document also directed the 

Secretary of Homeland Security ‘to hire 5,000 additional Border Patrol agents’.  

 

Furthermore, Secretary John F. Kelly was also directed by the executive order to issue new policy 

guidance on the appropriate detention of illegal immigrants, ‘including the termination of the 

practice commonly known as catch and release’. The Secretary’s memoranda followed on 

February 20, 2017. The memo under the subject ‘Enforcement of the Immigration Laws to Serve 

the National Interest’ directed DHS personnel to ‘prioritize removable aliens’ who are either 

involved (or probably involved) in criminal activities or are deemed to pose a risk to public safety 

or national security. While such prioritization is not new, there is a notable difference between 

the guidance under the Obama Administration and that of the current memos; whereas the former 

prioritized illegal immigrants who participated in serious crimes (such as terrorism or espionage), 
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the latter expands the scope of priorities to include deporting illegal immigrants who ‘have been 

charged with any criminal offense that has not been resolved, [or] have committed acts which 

constitute a chargeable criminal offense’. In other words, while the memos did not fundamentally 

change American immigration laws, they increased the possibility of the removal of even more 

illegal immigrants from the United States. In addition to this document directing ICE ‘to hire 

10,000 officers and agents expeditiously’, the other memo under the subject ‘Implementing the 

President’s Border Security and Immigration Enforcement Improvements Policies' called for the 

immediate ‘process of hiring 5,000 additional Border Patrol agents, as well as 500 Air & Marine 

Agents/Officers’. 

 

In other words, the Trump Administration is serious in securing the United States’ border with 

Mexico, although Mexico opposes its policies. As Secretary of State Rex Tillerson and Secretary 

of Homeland Security John F. Kelly visited Mexico on February 22-23 to discuss trade, energy 

security, and the fight against drugs and terrorism, it was clear that Mexican officials were 

dissatisfied with the direction U.S.-Mexican relations are taking due to U.S. border security 

measures. President Trump did not aid his representatives, as he did not give up on the idea that 

the costs of constructing the wall on the border should be covered by Mexico, and described the 

removal of illegal immigrants involved in criminal activities as a ‘military operation’. Secretary 

Kelly emphasized that despite these statements, there will be no mass deportations of illegal 

immigrants from the United States and the military will not become involved. Furthermore, 

White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer argued that the President’s statement was a figurative 

way of describing the seriousness of the deportation efforts. Nevertheless, the Government of 

Mexico is far from being relieved, as the removals will probably mean deporting more people to 

Mexico.  

 

Apart from the hot issue of border security, the Trump Administration may also escalate the trade 

dispute with Mexico, causing tensions to rise. Donald J. Trump has emphasized many times that 

he is no fan of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), as he believes it has cost 

the United States a trade deficit and jobs which had been outsourced partly to Mexico. While 

trade was eventually not discussed during the visit of Secretary Tillerson and Secretary Kelly, the 

two countries have their differences on this issue as well. Not only has Donald J. Trump raised 

the possibility of introducing additional taxes on goods produced by companies that have left the 

U.S; he has also suggested that such taxes and tariffs may serve as a means of paying for the wall. 

On the other hand, America’s southern neighbor may use trade as a fighting arena as well, since 

Mexico is an important importer of U.S. agricultural products such as corn and pork. Should 

Mexico opt to purchase these goods from other countries, the Trump Administration would have 

to find alternative markets. However, illegal immigration will likely remain the primary issue 

dividing the two nations. There have been joint U.S. and Mexican efforts to combat drug cartels, 

and Mexico has been fighting against illegal immigration on its own borders, thereby defending 

U.S. borders as well. In other words, the Trump Administration’s adamant stance on border 

security is interlinked with other areas, possibly opening additional fronts in U.S.-Mexican 

relations. 
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