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If you build it,  
they’ll come anyway  
 
BY WAYNE A. CORNELIUS  
 
 

OTH THE SENATE  and House 
vers ions of  an immigrat ion b i l l  
to  keep unauthor ized migrants  
out  o f  the Uni ted States re ly  on 
the const ruct ion of  hundreds of  

mi les o f  new phys ica l  barr iers ,  h igh- tech 
gadgetry  and more manpower  a long the 
Southwest  border .  But  f rom Western 
Europe to  the Far  East ,  the ev idence 
c lear ly  shows that  anyth ing shor t  o f  
complete mi l i tar izat ion of  in ternat ional  
borders  wi l l  not  deter  i l lega l  ent ry  by 
determined,  economica l ly  mot ivated 
migrants .  Par t ia l  mi l i tar izat ion on ly  
rechannels  i l lega l  migrat ion.  I t  doesn’ t  
reduce i t  overa l l .  I f  the probabi l i ty  o f  
apprehension isn ’ t  un i formly  h igh,  migrants  
wi l l  cont inue to  cross in  areas where r isk  
o f  detect ion remains re la t ive ly  low.  

The la test  case is  Spain.  S ince the 
mid-1980s,  the count ry  has become a 
major  dest inat ion and t rans i t  count ry  for  
Th i rd  Wor ld  migrants ,  espec ia l ly  f rom 
Afr ica and Lat in  Amer ica.  But  i l lega l  
immigrat ion on ly  became a cr is is  las t  fa l l ,  
when waves of  sub-Saharan Af r icans 
began jumping the fences that  separate 
Ceuta and Mel i l la ,  Spain ’s  smal l  ter r i tor ia l  
enc laves on the Nor th Af r ican coast ,  f rom 
Morocco.  

In  response,  the Spanish government  
doubled the he ight  o f  the fences and 
insta l led h igh- tech moni tor ing equipment  to  
create the wor ld ’s  most  e laborate 
e lect ron ic  border-surve i l lance system.  I t  
a lso d ip lomat ica l ly  pressured the Moroccan 

government  to  mobi l ize i ts  po l ice forces to  
s top migrants  f rom us ing the count ry  as an 
ex i t  po in t .  

The assaul ts  on the border  
for t i f ica t ions in  Ceuta and Mel i l la  fo l lowed 
Spain ’s  ins ta l la t ion of  advanced radar-
detect ion equipment  and s tepped-up 
mar i t ime pat ro ls  in  the St ra i t  o f  Gibra l tar .  
Af r ican migrants  were cross ing the 9-mi le  
s t ra i t  in  smal l ,  gross ly  over loaded rubber  
ra f ts  that  o f ten caps ized in  the rough 
waters ,  drowning the i r  passengers.  
Spanish of f ic ia ls  boasted that  the new 
technology and added pat ro ls  made the 
count ry ’s  southern borders  “water t ight . ”  

 But  a lmost  immediate ly ,  prospect ive 
migrants  and the smugglers  who ass is ted 
them sh i f ted the i r  ef for ts  toward the 
At lant ic .  Spain ’s  Canary Is lands became 
the i r  new dest inat ion.  Th is  was a much 
longer  and more dangerous passage — a 
voyage of  100 mi les f rom the Moroccan 
coast  in  heavy seas.  When the Moroccan 
government  moved to  shut  down th is  route,  
migrant  depar ture po in ts  sh i f ted southward 
to  Maur i tan ia ,  a  journey of  600 mi les to the 
Canary Is lands.  Af ter  another  f lu r ry  o f  
Spanish d ip lomat ic  act iv i ty ,  Maur i tan ian 
author i t ies  began crack ing down,  which 
pushed embarkat ions far ther  south,  to  
Senegal ,  a  900-mi le  voyage.   

Despi te  the per i lous,  e ight -  to 10-day 
ocean cross ing in  f l imsy wooden boats ,  
sub-Saharan migrants  cont inue to  sa i l  for  
the Canary Is lands in  record numbers.  
About  8 ,000 migrants  have been 
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apprehended so far  th is  year ,  near ly  
double the to ta l  in  2005.  Humani tar ian 
organizat ions est imate 2,000 more have 
per ished at  sea.   

In  the face of  the Af r ican exodus,  the 
Spanish government  cont inues to  focus on 
in tercept ing migrants  before they ar r ive or  
making the i r  journey as d i f f icu l t  as  
poss ib le .  Spain does not  have a guest  
worker  program b ig  enough to  a l low for  an 
order ly ,  lega l  f low of  Af r ican workers  in to  
i ts  economy.  A l though the Soc ia l is t  
government  o f  Pr ime Min is ter  José Lu is  
Rodr íguez Zapatero las t  year  legal ized 
near ly  600,000 migrants  who had been 
work ing in  the count ry  wi thout  
author izat ion,  there has been no 
systemat ic  crackdown on employers  who to  
h i re  i l lega ls ,  thus assur ing that  th is  
workforce wi l l  grow again.  

 Spain is  los ing the bat t le  for  
immigrat ion cont ro l  for  two reasons.  F i rs t ,  
the rea l - income gap between Spain and 
sub-Saharan Af r ica is  huge and growing,  
not  so much because the migrant -sending 
count r ies  are economica l ly  s tagnant  but  
because Spain ’s  economy cont inues to 
outper form a l l  o ther  European Union 
count r ies .  Unemployment  has dropped 
dramat ica l ly  s ince 1996,  and nat ive-born 
Spaniards overwhelmingly  spurn the jobs 
done by fore ign workers .  Second,  Spain is  
ag ing so rap id ly  that  by 2030 i ts  populat ion 
wi l l  be the second-o ldes t  in  the wor ld ,  a f ter  
Japan’s ,  and rep lacement  workers  are 
urgent ly  needed.  

Spain ’s  exper ience should be a 
caut ionary  ta le  for  immigrat ion re formers in  
the U.S.  Hard ly  anyone quest ions the 
ef f icacy of  pour ing ever  more resources 
in to  border  enforcement ,  which we have 
been do ing s ince 1993,  even as the 
populat ion o f  i l lega l  immigrants  has near ly  
t r ip led.  

 The prob lem wi th  for t i fy ing borders  is  
that  i t  does noth ing to  reduce the forces of  
supply  and demand that  dr ive i l lega l  
immigrat ion.  The Senate approved 370 
mi les o f  new double-  and t r ip le- layered 
fenc ing and 500 mi les of  vehic le  barr iers .  
Last  December ,  the House voted for  700 

mi les o f  new for t i f ica t ions.  I f  bu i l t ,  these 
new layers  o f  protect ion wi l l  have no 
d iscern ib le  e f fect  on the f low of  i l lega l  
migrants  f rom Mexico.  

But  these enhancements wi l l  enable 
smugglers  to  charge more for  the i r  
serv ices;  d iver t  cross ings to  more remote 
and dangerous areas,  increas ing migrant  
fa ta l i t ies ;  induce more migrants  and the i r  
fami ly  members to  set t le  permanent ly  here;  
and cause more cross ings through legal  
por ts-of -ent ry  us ing fa lse or  borrowed 
documents .   

The outcome might  be d i f ferent  i f  we 
were prepared to  accept  the huge 
economic and d ip lomat ic  costs  o f  
mi l i tar iz ing 100% of  our  land borders  wi th  
Mexico and Canada,  as wel l  as  the Pac i f ic  
and Gul f  coasts ,  and the long- term 
expense of  moni tor ing the for t i f icat ions.  
But  po l ls  say most  Amer icans are leery  o f  
th is  approach.  Even as par t  o f  a  
“comprehens ive”  immigrat ion re form 
package,  anyth ing less than a fu l l -b lown 
For t ress Amer ica makes no sense,  except  
as a  symbol ic  reward to xenophobes.  
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