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I. Introduction 
 

Integration varies from region to region.  Regionalization can be measured based 
on different parameters:  the level of growth in socio-economic interdependence; the 
extent of shared values and cultural traditions; the number and types of formal 
institutional arrangements; and the degree to which a region displays a cohesive identity 
and projects it abroad.1 
 

One of the most common indicators of regionalization results from geographical 
proximity and the increased economic interdependence among countries.  To deepen 
integration, however, issues such as history, culture, asymmetries, and national interests, 
among others, need to be addressed.  These issues are key elements in understanding why 
and how states want to increase cooperation, reach common goals, and find joint 
solutions to the problems they face.  
 

Cooperation between states is essential to sustain our coexistence due to states’ 
efforts to solve common problems.  Sovereign states conceive and develop international 
law regarding cooperation.  Sovereignty is understood as a basic characteristic of the 
State, not only when a State has no other option than to cooperate with other states in 
order to avoid international isolation, but also to conduct its basic functions. 
Globalization of international relations and irreversible interdependence have raised 
expectations about international cooperation.  

 
Buzan has formulated an intriguing thesis called “mature anarchy.”2  “Anarchy” 

refers to the absence of a central government in a world system of sovereign states. 
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Buzan argues that, if states not only consolidate their own identity and legitimacy but 
also recognize and accept that of others, they will develop a society in which the benefits 
of fragmentation (sovereign entities) occur without the costs of continuous competition 
and instability.3  Thus, the states in a “mature anarchy” must be firm in their own 
definition and capable of projecting their own internal coherence and stability 
(institutions and ideas) to the whole community of states.  
 

The most “mature” or “strong” states recognize that cooperation has a positive 
impact on different areas, such as security – i.e., the nation’s security interdependence.  
As a consequence, states consider their neighbor’s interests when they create their 
policies.  Moreover, they acknowledge that their national security is interdependent and 
that an excessive, self-referential security policy could be self-destructive.  At the same 
time, Buzan points out that the evolution of the international society is a slow and uneven 
process when it comes to reaching respective goals.  
 

It is important to underline that, in order to cooperate effectively, reliance on the 
interest and the political support of each State is essential.  States must have a real 
political willingness to cooperate.  
 

This essay analyzes the role of the Security and Prosperity Partnership for North 
America (SPP) in the bigger context of regional integration.  I will examine the 
initiatives, institutions, and tools that have had an impact on building a road to regional 
integration. 
 
II. The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) 
 

Although NAFTA has generated greater interdependence and interrelationships 
between the three countries, its influence has not shifted the model of relations that the 
United States maintains with its neighbors.4  Grosso modo NAFTA is considered a 
success due to the substantial trade, investment growth, positive economic results, and 
the creation of formal dispute settlement provisions in six areas.5  At the same time, 
NAFTA has shortcomings on managing trade relations and improving the region’s 
individual economies.6  A lot needs to be changed in order to increase NAFTA efficiency 
and build the confidence required for the three countries to take advantage of the 
agreement.  
 

In general, the dynamic in North America has been characterized by the 
relationship that the United States has with its northern neighbor, Canada, and with its 
neighbor to the south, Mexico.  Each relationship has its own characteristics and 
particularities.  Some observers have considered that proximity to the United States was 
an impediment for Canada and Mexico to discover each other.  It was not until “the last 
decade that these two countries have taken advantage of the geopolitical condition and 
turned it into as a bilateral relationship.”7  
 

In any case, NAFTA is the result of the will and commitment of Canada, Mexico, 
and the United States to create a North American free trade area with the goal of 
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deepening the economic and trade relations among the countries.  Carlos Salinas de 
Gortari, the Mexican President when NAFTA went into effect in 1994, underlined that 
“the decision to intensify economic relations does not imply in any way dependence or 
political integration.”8  Indeed, more than twelve years have passed and progress has 
occurred in economic rather than political integration.  
 

Even though the treaty’s goal was clearly defined and limited, the countries 
recognized the need to create supranational institutions to deal with the environment and 
the development of the U.S.-Mexico border.  They created the trilateral North American 
Commission on Environmental Cooperation (NACEC) and the North American 
Commission on Labor Cooperation (NACLC); the US-Mexican Border Environmental 
Cooperation Commission (BECC); and the North American Development Bank 
(NADBank).9 
 

NAFTA has also resulted in the study and analysis of the interdependence and 
integration of North America.  However, this interest has been developing only in some 
governmental sectors, academia, and NGOs.  Since the debate on NAFTA in the early 
1990s, regional integration has been a subject of little interest to most of the people of the 
three countries.  
 
III. Declarations, Analyses and Initiatives on Regional Integration in North America  
 

In 1979, the president of Mexico, José López Portillo, stated rhetorically: “A 
North American common market is a dream that eventually might become a reality if the 
nations work on practical problems one at a time.”10  His words did not translate into 
reality; on the contrary, the Carter-López Portillo administrations had different views 
about the bilateral relationship.11  In 1980, during his presidential campaign, Ronald 
Reagan described a vision that included Mexico in the US-Canada Free Trade 
Agreement.12  
 

At about the same time, the first analyses began on the extent of the bilateral trade 
agreements.  Several analysts examined the effects of free trade on Canada and the U.S., 
but no analysis of any significance focused on Mexico.  Sidney Weintraub was one of the 
first to examine the possibility of a free trade agreement between US and Mexico, 
pointing out that “Prosperity in either country is good for both.”13 
 

The idea of deeper integration in North America in areas other than trade began to 
develop during the negotiations of NAFTA.  For example, Robert A. Pastor’s book, 
“Integration with Mexico: Options for U.S. Policy,” discussed options available to the 
U.S. and its neighbors to enhance integration within NAFTA and beyond.14  However, it 
was not until years later that the guidelines on the initial steps for the integration of North 
America were put into effect. 
 

The first attempt to create an association based on more than trade for North 
American took place at the Americas Summit, in Santiago, Chile, April 1988.  At the 
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meeting, the ministers of foreign relations recognized that trade, culture, travel, family 
ties, and trans-border cyberspace had created major links among their societies.15  
 

In September 1998 in New York, Madeleine Albright, U.S. Secretary of State, 
Lloyd Axworthy, Minister of Foreign Affairs of Canada, and Rosario Green, Secretary of 
Foreign Affairs of Mexico, signed a “Declaration and a Memorandum of Understanding” 
on international cooperation and development.  At the last of four meetings held after 
their agreement, which took place in Santa Fe, New Mexico, in August 2000, they 
discussed the importance of forging trilateral solutions to common problems in areas such 
as education and the prevention of natural disasters.  They supported the idea of bringing 
together various leaders of the three countries in order to analyze different ways to create 
a North American association.  
 
IV. From 2000 to the Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America 
 

The administration of President Vicente Fox incorporated into its National 
Development Plan the use of strategies to achieve regional harmonization as one way to 
balance foreign policy goals.16  This foreign policy strategy drew strength as much from 
the Mexican Constitution as it did from a modern and pragmatic vision of a democratic 
Mexico that was emerging from the elections in 2000.  
 

Administration policymakers drafted two guidelines for foreign policy:  the 
construction of a strategic relationship with the United States, and more active Mexican 
participation in the shaping of a new international system.  
 

Mexico tried to promote a long-term perspective, which included building an 
economic community in North America.17  The intention was to adopt a long-term vision 
for the region that would create new institutions, allowing the free movement of capital, 
goods, services, and people. Since the first presidential meeting in Guanajuato, Presidents 
Fox and Bush agreed to begin consultations with the Canadians in order to consolidate an 
economic community in North America.18  
 
 In Québec, during the “Declaration of the North American Leaders,” Prime 
Minister Jean Chrétien, and Presidents George W. Bush and Vicente Fox committed their 
nations to “deepen a sense of community and examine options to strengthen further the 
North American partnership.”19 
 

Unfortunately, the terrorists’ attacks of September 2001 caught the governments 
off guard.  The priorities on each countries’ agendas changed, mainly for the U. S., and 
the countries faced the new context within their own circumstances, relying mostly on  
tools that are, essentially, bilateral.  The Mexican government recognized the importance 
of collaborating with the United States and Canada to increase border control.20 
According to some analysts, Mexico even contemplated the creation of a North American 
Security Area as a useful instrument to improve the verification, control, and intelligence 
mechanisms in the region.21  
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First, the United States and Canada signed a 30-Point “Smart Border Declaration” 
to secure border infrastructure, facilitate the secure movement of people and goods, and 
share information.22  Months later, focusing on similar goals, Mexico and the U.S. signed 
a 22-point “Border Partnership Agreement.”23  The agreement occurred in the context of 
the International Conference on Financing for Development.24  Mexico asked to be 
named the host country for this event because the country has long assigned a large 
significance to the linkage between development and security.25 
 

A. Discontinuity.  After the Québec summit, the trilateral initiatives and meetings 
of North American leaders stopped.  Among the reasons were the political processes in 
each country, the diverse reactions to the terrorists’ attacks of September 2001, and the 
Iraqi conflict.  
 

(1) Internal political processes.  To say that domestic issues monopolize 
the attention of each country is nothing new, particularly when elections are 
taking place.  The United States had congressional elections in 2002; in 2004, 
presidential elections allowed the Republican Party to consolidate its position 
with the reelection of George W. Bush.  

 
In early 2006, Canadians elected a minority government led by a 

conservative, Prime Minister Stephen Harper, following the 2003 election of a 
liberal Prime Minister, Paul Martin, who replaced Jean Chrétien after three 
periods in government.   

 
In 2003 Mexico held mid-term elections.26  The 2006 presidential and 

congressional elections occur in a completely different political ambiance, 
relatively new for Mexicans, characterized by plurality, transparency, and greater 
equality.  The elections represent an important occasion for the conservative 
forces to push their nationalistic agendas characterized by their opposition to a 
greater integration.  As Ambassador Montaño states, nationalisms in all three 
countries are alive.27   

 
(2) 9/11.  The terrorist attacks of 9/11 redefined U.S. relations with the rest 

of the world, particularly with its neighbors: Canada and Mexico.  Security issues 
have become a priority for the U.S. foreign policy agenda, taking on a strategic 
and symbolic value.  At first, Chrétien’s government was publicly accused of not 
having reacted in an unconditional way like Tony Blair did, but Canada publicly 
showed its solidarity and worked hard to transform its security system and help its 
neighbor.28  This effort strengthened the dialogue and cooperation that the U.S 
and Canada have had for quite a while in security.   
 

Mexico confronted a difficult situation.  Only a few U.S. officials 
appreciated all the efforts of the Mexican government to show its support and 
willingness to cooperate.  The media exacerbated the debate among the 
intellectual and political elites regarding the appropriate support for the U.S.29   
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This situation left the Americans feeling that Mexico could not give them, in one 
of the most difficult times, at least “a traditional Mexican hug.”30  

 
This reaction, combined with the lack of an institutional framework and a 

complex cooperation model based on intermittent actions, directly affected the 
U.S.-Mexico agenda.  There were continuous disagreements over the meanings of 
what actions to take, and what constituted threats to bilateral and regional 
security.31  A lot of issues could not be dealt with; one was the initiative to 
promote a common vision of North America.  
 

(3) Iraq.  The war affected U.S. relations with Canada and Mexico. The 
partners and neighbors decided not to participate in the war due to their positions 
on multilateralism and the United Nations’ role in conflict resolution and 
maintenance of peace.  According to former Ambassador Cellucci, the U.S. felt 
disappointed that Canada did not participate in the “Coalition of the Willing.” The 
Mexican government could not avoid the debate between opposing the American 
position and assuming the political and domestic costs of supporting the war. 
Mexico was about to conduct the important 2003 elections and internal affairs 
influenced the foreign policy-decision making.32 
 

Although the context and the disagreements lead to a different vision, the 
dynamic of the relationships and the increasingly interdependent societies allowed 
the dialogue and the willingness to cooperate to continue, leading to positive 
results. Unfortunately, those results are insufficient. 

 
B. Continuity.  The search for new cooperation schemes that will provide 

countries with the tools to prevent, react to, and solve in an efficient way the problems 
that the region faces is, inevitably, never ending.  Cooperation in North America is 
essentially bilateral.  It seems as if each country reverts back to old habits of dealing with 
each other bilaterally.  However, each one realized that bilateralism is not enough to deal 
with the global challenges that the region confronts.33  They need to explore and adopt 
other types of relationships that will increase cooperation and create a stronger region, 
providing more benefits to the region’s countries.   
 

Looking at the past 10 years, we can see that the only trilateral effort towards 
regional integration in North America that has succeeded has been NAFTA.  Countries 
have been able to conceive and implement various initiatives and programs to increase 
cooperation in other areas, but these efforts have occurred only in the bilateral arena:  the 
Smart Border Declaration and the New North American Alliance between United States 
and Canada; the Mexico-US Partnership for Prosperity and Border Partnership 
Agreement; and the Mexico-Canada Alliance, among others.  
 

In this regard, even when there has been some trilateral progress in areas such as 
environment, labor, and energy; until now trade has been the only “driving force” 
towards North American integration.  Increasing economic and trade interdependence 
represents just one of the first phases of integration and building a community.  This step-



 7

by-step process partly explains why some sectors of the government and public perceive 
the integration of North America as slow.34  
 

C.  Recent initiatives.  Four years after the Québec Statement, the three leaders 
gathered with the specific goal to create a partnership for North America.  The aim of the 
partnership is to increase security and prosperity, recognizing that the two are linked.35  
This agreement was entitled “The Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America.”  
It does not address the commitment to deepen the notion of “community” within the 
region, as described in the Québec Statement, yet it adopts the concept of “regional 
partnership” as a vehicle to promote prosperity and security in the three countries.  At the 
same time, it establishes guidelines to advance discussions about how to improve 
ongoing mechanisms for efficient economic and trade relations.  It also increases security 
cooperation through intelligence and information sharing.  
 

Finally, some sectors of the public share the interest of the governments in 
designing and adapting new ways of collaboration.  Forums have taken place and have 
generated recommendations that deal with the regional future.  For example, a group of 
independent experts sponsored by the Council on Foreign Relations with the Canadian 
Council of Chief Executives and the Consejo Mexicano de Asuntos Internacionales 
prepared a report.36  They suggest the establishment of an economic and security 
community in North America by 2010.  This community would emerge from something 
like a customs union and a project to create a security perimeter around all three 
countries.  
 
V. An Evaluation of The Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America (SPP) 
 

On March 23, 2005, in Waco, Texas, U.S. President George Bush, Mexican 
President Vicente Fox, and Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin announced the Security 
and Prosperity Partnership of North America (SPP).  Its initiatives and recommendations 
refer to two large issues:  prosperity and security.  In general terms, the prosperity agenda 
seeks to promote growth, competitiveness, and quality of life.  To accomplish these 
goals, the three governments are focusing on nine specific areas:  manufactured goods 
and sectoral and regional competitiveness; movement of goods; e-commerce and 
information and communication technologies (ICT); financial services; transportation; 
energy; environment; agriculture; and food and health.  
 

The aim of the security agenda is to protect North America against external 
threats, prevent and respond to regional dangers, and further streamline the security 
movement of low-risk traffic across the shared borders.  Accordingly, the governments 
are concentrating on traveler and cargo security, biodiversity, aviation and maritime 
security, law enforcement and intelligence cooperation, prevention and responses to 
threats, border facilitation, and science and technology cooperation.  
 

The SPP established trilateral working groups and set milestones for these groups. 
A June 2005 report, security and prosperity agendas (trade and economic development) 
include more than 300 initiatives and seem to continue increasing.37  The SPP is like a 
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large container into which any program or cooperative effort of security and prosperity 
can be added.  In addition, the diversity and number of actors create a very complex 
scheme in which bilateral and trilateral relations intermix.  
 

A content analysis of SPP reveals that there are numerous cooperative actions in 
security and trade that already have taken place.  Contrary to the perception of some, 
these initiatives do not imply the creation of a supranational institution or a new 
legislative framework that will lead to a concession of sovereignty.  The initiatives and 
programs established in Waco do not represent a substantial change to the current modus 
operandi.  The SPP is mainly a collection and listing of initiatives and cooperative 
actions that governments have been conducting according to each government’s legal 
framework.  
 

Each country’s bureaucracy faces an important challenge in trying to control and 
scrutinize every single initiative and program.  To date, the Privy Council and the Foreign 
Policy Advisor, the White House and National Security Council, and the Presidencia de 
la República Mexicana and Políticas Públicas are the agencies coordinating the SPP.  
(Chart 1).  
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Chart 1 
 

Source: http://www.aspan.presidencia.gob.mx 
 
 

Although the SPP is based on the linkage between security and prosperity 
initiatives, the work groups in charge of these two big themes have conducted their 
activities independently of each other.  Thus, communication and information exchange 
have not taken place as smoothly as expected.  A lack of coordination duplicates efforts 
in areas such as food and agriculture, health and transportation, combating counterfeiting 
and piracy, cyber-security, financial crimes such as money laundering and terrorism 
financing, energy, the protection of critical infrastructure, and facilitating the travel of 
business people (pre-clearance, biometrics, secure travel documents, screening and visa 
issues). 
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VI. The SPP’s  Contribution to the Integration of North America  
 

The Waco statement and the first report to the leaders reiterate the intention to 
improve the coordination among the working groups and the building of a constructive 
relationship in North America.  The governments have avoided using terms such as 
“community” or “integration.”  In governmental rhetoric, the expressions are “agenda, 
process, framework, forum, and mechanisms for tri-national dialogue.”  The writers of 
this report by the three governments highlight that the increase of economic integration 
and security cooperation will create a unique and strong North American relationship 
while preserving the political and cultural identities.  
 

The leaders have recognized that the role of geographic circumstances, the 
increasing interdependence among the three countries, and the new security context have 
forced them to build a secure and prosperous region.  Nevertheless, to achieve these 
goals, they have decided to use the same bilateral tools they already have with little 
interest in transforming the status quo.  Given the limits of the partnership created in 
Waco, one question stands out:  What is the meaning of the SPP for North American 
integration?  It provides guidelines for the governments to cooperate and advance on the 
road to integration and the building of a North American community.  
 

Among the main contributions are: 
 
• Reestablishment of the agenda for meetings of the trilateral leaders.  The 

Presidents of the United States and Mexico, and the Prime Minister of Canada 
have not held a specific meeting since 2001 to share their vision of the region.  On 
March 31, 2006, the Presidents of Mexico and United States will meet in Cancún 
with the new Canadian Prime Minister, Stephen Harper; 

 
• Political willingness to work on a shared vision of the region based on a trilateral 

agenda that involves the higher levels of governments and includes development 
and security issues;    

 
• Recognition of the need to advance and improve the trade linkages as well as the 

economic opportunities created by NAFTA;  
 

• Emphasis on regional competitiveness in a global market.  The governments 
recognize the comparative advantages and the meaning of regional trade; 

 
• Tighter linkage between security and prosperity.  Security and prosperity in each 

country, Canada, United States and Mexico, are mutually dependent and 
complementary; 

 
• Focus on security, which is important due to the absence of a trilateral forum, 

political dialogue, or institutional mechanisms to allow a more systematic 
handling of issues; and 
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• Establishment of a trilateral dialogue as one of the most important contributions.  
The bilateral experience shows that having a forum with a specific schedule 
improves dialogue, facilitates understanding, and increases cooperation among 
countries.  

 
VII. Conclusions 
 

There have been some hesitant approaches to creating a roadmap for the 
integration of North America.  Much remains to be done to forge a common vision for 
the region.  Canada, Mexico, and the U.S. face the reality of increasing economic and 
social interdependence.  These countries are reconsidering the significance of geopolitics 
in a globalized world.  The neighbor is no longer an enemy; on the contrary, proximity is 
an advantage in building alliances.  Association, interdependence, and integration are not 
threats to sovereignty but rather tools to strengthen the State.  The leaders of North 
America understand this new meaning and have agreed to increase cooperation in their 
current legislative activities.  This represents, at least, minimal progress, compared with 
the task of creating a shared vision.  
 

The agreement on the creation of a tri-national forum and the inclusion of the 
security issue is an important element on the road to the construction of new mechanisms 
that recognize interdependence.  This precedent might lead to greater integration in North 
America.  The SPP is a trilateral forum that makes room for improving regional 
understanding.  
 

This framework allows authorities and other stakeholders to establish a direct 
dialogue with their counterparts, allowing conversations on seldom-discussed issues such 
as military cooperation.  In this sense, security might be a trigger and activate regional 
awareness and create a sense of community based on issues other than trade.  Talks about 
military cooperation will probably unfold at a different pace between Canada, Mexico, 
and the U.S.  
 

The governments and their leaders should not allow each country’s election 
cycles in 2006 to prevent greater trilateralization.  The priority is that newly elected 
officials should preserve and perhaps even strengthen the political meaning of the Waco 
Declaration.  The SPP initiatives will continue, with or without this partnership, and 
electoral changes will have little impact on the current cooperation dynamic.  
 

The U.S. and Mexican Presidents and the Canadian Prime Minister, as 
administrators, will meet whenever it is necessary in order to evaluate the status of the 
region and will review the common issues about which they need to make joint decisions. 
Such decision-making requires that all three show one important trait – political 
leadership.  

 
It’s good news that the three leaders of North America have decided to meet on 

March 31st in Cancún, México.  
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In the search for regional integration, Canada, Mexico and the United States need 
to continue the dialogue and cooperation that highlight the political will to begin a serious 
debate over the implications of creating a North American community.  There is no room 
for misperceptions and misinterpretations. We have to realize that a large, significant 
initiative like this one cannot appear to belong exclusively to the government and the 
elites.  This initiative has to be all-embracing.  
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