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On New Year’s Eve 1999, an Algerian Canadian named Ahmed
Ressam was arrested while trying to cross from Canada to the United
States with explosives. In the aftermath of deconstructing this event,
it became clear that Ressam was intent on carrying out a terrorist
attack on a US target.1 On September 11, 2001, three related yet sep-
arate terrorist attacks on US soil set the course for what would
become the largest reorganization of US security bureaucracy in his-
tory, which would also have a regional and global security policy
impact. In August and September 2005, Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
caused widespread devastation along the US Gulf Coast, notably
New Orleans and the immediate surrounding area. As US emergency
response crews scrambled to bring relief and humanitarian assistance
to the Gulf region, they were joined by emergency assistance crews
from Canada and Mexico.2 Finally, on Christmas Day 2009, an
attempt by an al-Qaeda extremist to down an inbound Detroit flight
was foiled by vigilant passengers and crew. The fallout from that
attempt has dictated new security measures for regional and global
air travel.3

The common thread running through all of the above incidents,
other than the fact that they represent some type of security problem,
is their impact on regional politics in North America. The attempted
smuggling of bombing material by Ressam and the attacks on the
twin towers in New York on 9/11 resulted in, among other things,
new border policies regulating the flow of goods and people within
the North American region.4 Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, by con-
trast, showed that regional support in time of disasters could be and
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was efficiently dispersed from regional neighbors to provide support
and disaster relief. The Christmas Day 2009 attempt to bring down a
Detroit-bound airliner on final approach further illustrates how
threats that emanate from outside the region can have severe regional
consequences. The increased security for inbound US flights caused
havoc at airports in Canada and Mexico (these two countries make
up over half of all tourist travel to the United States, which includes
a large percentage of air travel).5 In short, security threats to the
North American region have raised the question of how to best
approach security concerns emanating from both outside and within
the North American continent.

Barry Buzan and Ole Waever, along with David Lake and Patrick
Morgan (and a few others), have suggested that an appropriate level
for analyzing security interaction is to begin at the regional level.6

The regional level, they argue, may provide a more accurate picture
of the security atmosphere since most threats travel over shorter dis-
tances and, therefore, insecurities that states feel are frequently a
result of the neighborhood. The extension to this security approach,
of course, is to consider security threats to the neighborhood as
threats to those states (and by extension the citizens of those states)
within the neighborhood. In our view regional security has two
related, yet conceptually different components: the impact of security
threats that emanate within the region; and the impact of those that
enter from outside the region. Although conceptually different, logic
states that if a threat can move into the region from outside, it can
certainly move within the region once established in the neighbor-
hood.7 The integrated nature of the North American marketplace, a
result of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), has
substantially increased the amount of cross-border interaction
between member countries, facilitating not only the transborder
movement of legitimate goods, people, and services, but also those
goods, people, and services that could be considered illegitimate and
security threats.8 We speak here, of course, about such things as
drugs, terrorists, weapons, organized crime, pandemics, and natural
disasters, to name a few. 

The idea that Canada, the United States, and Mexico should
enter into some type of regional security agreement has received
increasing attention in the past decade for a number of reasons. Cer-
tainly, the events of 9/11 had some security commentators, especially
those in the United States, suggesting the need for some type of
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perimeter security framework, designed essentially to secure the
approaches to the North American continent.9 Critics of this
approach suggested this was simply a way for the United States to
extend its influence and push its borders beyond its geographic lim-
its.10 More recently, violence from the Mexican drug wars has, in
limited degrees, found its way north, spilling over the US-Mexico
border into US border communities and, some suggest, into Canadian
cities as well.11 The idea of a regional security agreement has not
gone without political action. In March 2005, President George W.
Bush, Prime Minister Paul Martin, and President Vicente Fox
announced the establishment of the North American Security and
Prosperity Partnership (SPP). Although no longer in existence, the
SPP did attempt to establish a framework for trilateral security coop-
eration in North America. 

The events of 9/11, drug violence, and the SPP aside, the idea
that North America should form or does form some type of security
complex has received only limited analysis. What does exist has
largely focused on tactical and strategic arguments for structuring a
regional security arrangement. These analyses have, in many cases,
argued why or why not a regional security arrangement is critical to
homeland security. Less prevalent, but still evident, have been the
few arguments as to the viability of a regional security complex.12

Absent from much of these analyses is a defined starting point to
explain what matters in a regional security arrangement. 

The purpose of this book is to examine what is essential to the
establishment of a regional security complex. Our argument is that
regional security complexes will either stand or fall based on the
existence of certain variables. Our purpose, therefore, is to identify
those variables, or to highlight what matters in the establishment and
maintenance of regional security complexes. We employ this argu-
ment in the case of a North American security complex, encompass-
ing Canada, the United States, and Mexico; apply those variables to
this specific case; and make some suggestions as to the viability and
direction of a North American security complex. 

In this book, we look at the evolution from bilateral security rela-
tions prior to 9/11 to the unilateral approach on the new perimeter
and security relations in North America to the creation of a trilateral
regional security framework involving the United States, Canada,
and Mexico. We further examine threat perspectives during the evo-
lution of several historical events such as World War II, the Cold
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War, the Global War on Terror, and, most recently, natural disasters
and transnational organized crime. The thesis we offer is that, while
security relationships between the three countries have appeared to
suggest the existence of a North American security complex, there
remain significant obstacles, derived from different threat percep-
tions based on identities, institutions, and interests that will impede
further integration and cooperation. 

Chapter 2 provides a theoretical overview of approaches to
regional security analysis: Lake and Morgan’s regional orders
approach and Buzan and Waever’s regional security complex theory
(RSCT). Although we briefly examine both approaches, the empha-
sis is on the latter of the two as our central theoretical framework. In
this chapter, we define what is meant by security and region. We also
expand on the argument as to why a regional security approach and,
specifically, regional security complex theory are useful tools for
analyzing the North American region. We provide additional details
regarding regional security complex theory, specifically with the pur-
pose of understanding how to operationalize the theory. Finally, we
introduce readers to a blended analytical approach that incorporates
different theoretical lenses within the identity-institutions-interests
(I-I-I)13 framework as a key analytical intersection with regional
security complex theory.14

Chapter 3 provides a contextual overview of the United States,
Canada, and Mexico and the development of security relationships in
North America through a historical lens. In this chapter, we briefly
examine the key historical events that have impacted their interac-
tions and the conflicts that have been shaped by each nation’s unique
identity, interests, and institutions, which have contributed to inse-
curities as well as cooperation. Interaction between these countries
before and after World War II provides an important understanding of
how the concept of perimeter defense, which was developed at the
time, has come back into vogue in light of the post-9/11 security
environment.

In Chapter 4, we look at the concepts of convergence and diver-
gence of regional security cooperation in North America in light of
events since the end of World War II and the focus on broader hemi-
spheric security initiatives such as the Summit of the Americas and the
Defense Ministerial of the Americas. However, the key event that came
to identify the concept of regional cooperation was not based on secu-
rity but rather economics. The formation of NAFTA in 1994 placed
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Canada, Mexico, and the United States in a new trade union relation-
ship that was to have broader security dimensions as each nation now
had increased connectivity and vulnerability, although the institutional
processes of NAFTA left many of the security interests unresolved.

Chapter 5 deals with the security environment produced by the
terrorist attacks of 9/11 and how these significantly altered relations
between Mexico, Canada, and the United States as each nation began
to respond to the new global threat to their identities, institutions, and
interests. In order to prevent another attack on the homeland, the US
government aimed to strengthen its defenses through domestic and
foreign policy initiatives that redefine security relationships in North
America. Regionally, the idea was to expand on preexisting security
structures to form a new defense perimeter, with the newly created
US institutions—such as US Northern Command (USNORTHCOM)
and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)—in the epicenter,
serving as the backbone to the overreaching security complex. How-
ever, in light of the ensuing US-led Global War on Terror, Canada
and Mexico did not see eye-to-eye with the United States in sharing
the same threat perception and thus found themselves at odds over
security policies. The focus on terrorism and defining the nature of
the threat also produced significant internal debates within Canada
and Mexico, in particular on what an appropriate national security
strategy should be in order to determine each nation’s identity in the
new regional security complex.

In Chapter 6, we look at the nature of the trilateral relationship
subsequent to the US invasion of Iraq and attempts made by the
George W. Bush administration to create new instruments for secu-
rity cooperation in North America through the Security and Prosper-
ity Partnership. Ironically, the efforts of the leaders of the three pow-
erful nations were not as influential as those of Mother Nature in her
destructiveness as Hurricanes Katrina and Rita wreaked havoc in the
Gulf Coast region. The new threat of a catastrophic natural disaster
exposed considerable vulnerabilities, both economically and physi-
cally, as threats to security took on an “all hazards” perspective for
all three countries. To add to these developments, the rise of transna-
tional criminal gangs and drug trafficking took on new levels of vio-
lence and concern for the three countries as new security policies
took shape under the Mérida Initiative and other mechanisms. 

In Chapter 7, we provide an analysis of how, despite the appear-
ance of increased cooperation and shared threat perceptions, there
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still remain a number of contradictions and tensions in regional secu-
rity issues that challenge the notion of whether new institutions could
foster shared interests and overcome individual national identity in
creating a regional security complex in North America. In this chap-
ter, we further explore some of the traditional problems associated
with borders between states and how new threats, such as transna-
tional regional crime networks, challenge the state’s ability to pro-
vide both internal and external security against threats that do not
recognize the borders, sovereignty, or even legitimacy of state actors.

In Chapter 8, we look to the future and whether security cooper-
ation in North America will converge or diverge given the significant
challenges ahead as all three states face unique domestic political
issues and upcoming electoral changes. We examine the nature of
defining security cultures in North America, which can create coop-
erative institutions, share interests, and respect identity, in the con-
text of a trilateral relationship. We conclude the chapter where this
study starts—by reexamining the concept of regional security com-
plex theory and its applicability to the contemporary security chal-
lenges that states face in forming policy outcomes to deal with real
threats.

Despite each of us coming into this project with our own unique
national identities, shaped by our individual academic studies and
our professional experiences working in the security communities we
examine here, we have attempted to do our best to remain objective
in our analysis. We do not pretend to have solved the problems that
have inhibited increased security cooperation between Canada, Mex-
ico, and the United States. However, we do believe that, by conduct-
ing this study through our collective lenses, we have been able to
shed some unique insights into the challenges that our three countries
face collectively in forging a new security relationship in the years to
come.
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