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Disclaimer: This analysis serves as an introduction to the topic and offers guidance for areas 
students can explore further with independent research. It does not attempt to provide 

limitations on debater's interpretations of the topic. 

Resolved: The United States federal government should 
substantially expand its surveillance infrastructure 

along its southern border. 

Definitions:
Substantially expand: Substantial, as defined by Merriam-

debate exists over whether an expansion is good or bad, not over the scale of the expansion. 
However, teams may want to define this upfront to preempt any debates over what a 
substantial expansion would constitute. 
 
Surveillance infrastructure: While there is not a clear-

should focus our attention. Merriam-Webster defines surveillance 
infrastructure 

and installations installed for keeping close watch at the border. This aligns with what both the 
U.S. Customs & Border Protection and the Department of Homeland Security outline as the 
surveillance systems along the southern border.  
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Background:
Welcome to another year of Public Forum debate! This topic marks the start of a new 

with the hot- . Although we all 
are at least somewhat familiar with the debate over immigration, the most difficult part of this 
topic will likely be understanding the nuances of U.S. immigration policy and how things have 
changed in recent years in ways that could impact debates on this topic. On top of this, there is 
of course a presidential election in November, which could significantly alter the way debates 
on this topic pan out. While this topic could be an interesting introductory topic for novices due 
to its relevance outside of Public Forum, it also makes for a great opportunity for more 
advanced debaters to consider political arguments and delve deeper than the surface-level 
argumentation. 

In March 2020, the Trump administration invoked a provision of U.S. health law referred 
to as Title 42 in an attempt to reduce border crossings. It had the inverse effect; border 
crossings increased significantly, primarily because many people who were expelled under Title 
42 attempted to cross the border again.1 Its use was terminated in May 2023, but border 
crossings remain high. According to recent data, December 2023 saw the highest monthly total 
of migrant encounters at the southern border,2 at over 300,000 encounters.3 While it is still 
true that Mexico is the most common country of origin for these migrants, there has recently 
been a rise in immigrants originating from other countries,4 particularly Venezuela5 and China.6 
However, in June, President Biden enacted an executive order that restricted the eligibility for 
asylum and suspended the processing of many asylum claims.7 As a result, unauthorized border 

 
1 
Mar. 2021. www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/research/guide-title-42-expulsions-border. 
2 -
Research Center. 15 Feb. 2024. www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2024/02/15/migrant-encounters-at-the-us-
mexico-border-hit-a-record-high-at-the-end-of-2023/. 
3 
Last accessed 10 Aug. 2024. www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters. 
4 -Mexico Border  
Feb. 2024. www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/feb/07/mexico-border-explained-chart-immigration. 
5 Muñoz-

www.csis.org/analysis/persistence-venezuelan-migrant-and-refugee-crisis. 
6 

www.cbsnews.com/news/chinese-migrants-fastest-growing-group-us-mexico-
border-60-minutes-transcript/. 
7 Martínez-

www.npr.org/2024/06/04/nx-s1-4991917/biden-executive-order-asylum-
migration-border. 
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8 However, 
migration as a whole has not decreased, as many would-be migrants to the U.S. are waiting in 
Mexico for a more opportune moment to cross the border or for an appointment with the U.S. 
Customs and Border Protection (CBP).9 

In May of this year, The Electronic Frontier Foundation published a zine exploring the 
different types of surveillance technology at the southern border.10 This will be a really useful 
guide to have on hand for any definitional debates that may come up, as well as directing your 

likely look like. CBP has been aiming to expand their surveillance capabilities in recent years, 
with large expansions and system upgrades planned for the next decade.11 Some of these 
technologies will be visible, while others may be disguised.12 Many of the proposed changes 
focus on adding AI technologies and expanding the use of autonomous towers across the 
border.13 

There are two critically important things to consider when forming argumentation on 
this topic. First, this topic does not assess whether immigration itself is good or bad; in fact, 
immigration itself is only an implied component of the topic, rather than being mentioned. 
Second, debaters should consider the language they use in discussing a sensitive and relevant 

and similar such terminology, and it is 
recommended that students try to mirror this language in their rounds.  

 
8 Martínez-Beltrán, Sergio. -
2024. www.npr.org/2024/07/30/nx-s1-5051615/border-migrant-crossings-mexico-us-illegal-cbpone. 
9 

apnews.com/article/immigration-us-mexico-venezuelans-
09ba20bda36590024e433153800ab86d#:~:text=More%20than%20500%2C000%20migrants%20have,which%20en
titles%20them%20to%20work. 
10 -
Frontier Foundation. 6 May 2024. www.eff.org/pages/zine-surveillance-technology-us-mexico-border.
11 Ryan-
Review. 17 Apr. 2023. www.technologyreview.com/2023/04/17/1071682/us-pouring-money-surveillance-towers-
southern-border/. 
12 
6 May 2023. therecord.media/customs-border-protection-expanding-surveillance-technology.
13 -Mexico Border

www.eff.org/deeplinks/2023/03/cbp-expanding-its-surveillance-
tower-program-us-mexico-border-and-were-mapping-it. 
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Aff Arguments:

Fentanyl Scanners 

The United States is in the midst of a drug crisis, and much of it is fueled by fentanyl. 
Mexico plays a critical role in the fentanyl trade, with cartels involved in the trade producing 
the drug and exporting it to the U.S..14 In 2014, only 22 pounds of fentanyl were seized at the 
border; from October 2022 to September 2023, around 27,000 pounds were seized, which 
amounts to more than 6 billion lethal doses.15 The problem is continuing to grow; fentanyl 
seizures at the U.S.-Mexico border increased 164% from 2020 to 2022.16 There is a large 
misconception that unauthorized migrants are trafficking fentanyl across the border, with 
around 40% of Americans believing that most of the fentanyl in the U.S. can be attributed to 
unauthorized crossings.17 However, around 90% of fentanyl seized at the border is seized at 
official ports of entry, indicating that most traffickers are authorized to cross the border.18 

In order to substantially expand surveillance through the use of fentanyl scanners and 
similar technologies, the U.S. has a simple solution: spend money. Many of the scanners the 
government has in its possession are sitting unused in warehouses and have not been equipped 
due to a lack of funds.19 Currently, only 5% of personal vehicles and 20% of commercial vehicles 
entering the U.S. are scanned.20 Some tech companies have also been awarded contracts to 
develop AI-based technologies to scan vehicles at the border,21 so it is imperative to ensure 
enough funding to deploy such technologies so they are not a waste of money. 

 
14 
www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/mexicos-role-the-deadly-rise-fentanyl. 
15 
Protection. 24 May 2024. www.cbp.gov/frontline/cbp-america-s-front-line-against-
fentanyl#:~:text=Since%20then%2C%20the%20amount%20has,the%20end%20of%20September%202023. 
16 
Wilson Center. 29 Aug. 2023. www.wilsoncenter.org/article/fentanyl-seizures-southwest-border-breakdown-cbp-
areas-responsibility.
17 
2022. www.npr.org/2022/08/18/1117953720/a-majority-of-americans-see-an-invasion-at-the-southern-border-
npr-poll-finds. 
18 
2023. www.npr.org/2023/08/09/1191638114/fentanyl-smuggling-migrants-mexico-border-drugs. 
19 

www.nbcnews.com/politics/immigration/border-
fentanyl-scanners-unused-congress-provided-no-money-rcna141432. 
20 
tucson.com/news/local/border/arizona-elected-officials-border-fentanyl-scanners-stalled-funding-
bill/article_7b93e0de-e6ff-11ee-9f64-878f6005107e.html. 
21 
Verge. 14 Mar. 2024. www.theverge.com/2024/3/14/24099953/cbp-border-ai-fentanyl-scanners-privacy. 
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Weapons Trafficking 

While many teams will focus on border surveillance in reference to the flow from 
Mexico into the U.S., it is equally important to consider things going from the U.S. into Mexico. 
One major export from the U.S. across the border is weapons. Much of this is because cartels 
pay Americans to purchase guns and ultimately ship them across the border;22 there is only one 
gun store in Mexico, so the rapid increase in gun crime must be due to an alternative source of 
weapons.23 Many of the guns favored by cartels are military-grade weapons that are among the 
most powerful weapons civilians can buy in the U.S..24 68% of guns that were recovered at 
crime scenes in Mexico and subsequently submitted to the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms and Explosives (ATF) for tracing between 2016 and 2021 were traced back to 
American gun manufacturers or importers.25 This number is increasing every year: CBP 
intercepted seven times as many guns in 2023 as they did in 2019.26 As a result, Mexico is suing 
American gun manufacturers.27 
  

 
22 

www.cbsnews.com/news/mexican-drug-cartels-american-weapons-
smuggled-across-border/. 
23 
Times. 24 May 2018. www.latimes.com/world/la-fg-mexico-guns-20180524-story.html. 
24 
www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/mexico-usa-guns/. 
25 
everytownresearch.org/report/damming-the-iron-river/.
26 
www.thetrace.org/2024/03/us-mexico-gun-trafficking-border-cbp/. 
27 
www.economist.com/the-americas/2023/10/05/mexicos-government-is-suing-american-gun-
manufacturers?utm_medium=cpc.adword.pd&utm_source=google&ppccampaignID=17210591673&ppcadID=&ut
m_campaign=a.22brand_pmax&utm_content=conversion.direct-
response.anonymous&gad_source=1&gclid=CjwKCAjwoJa2BhBPEiwA0l0ImIC26lQF14bQACQXu2ikkT0XuYtduIeMM
2fBLDEj34Mfj_zwIAipJhoCLqkQAvD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds. 
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Neg Arguments:

Lack of Solvency 

strategy does not solve the problem laid out. However, coupled with an offensive argument, it 
can make for a really compelling case. On this topic in particular, because it is so dense, a 
solvency press supported by a good amount of literature could make for a defensive case that 
demonstrates that there is really no reason to affirm, and sometimes this is enough to convince 
a judge. 

First, teams would want to argue that surveillance is not the right strategy for 
decreasing immigration. The San Judas Break in California is crossed by hundreds of migrants a 
day, many of whom turn themselves in to CBP, which could indicate that increased surveillance 

28 More than just that, though, there are plenty of 
studies that find that hardline border policies are ineffective in deterring migration.29 This has 
been proven true all around the world, not just on the U.S.-Mexico border.30 

the problem could be the danger of crossing, the backlog of asylum applications in courts, or 
the difficulty of immigrating legally. These reflect attitudes of Latinos in the U.S. about the root 
problems with the immigration issues in the U.S.,31 and many migrants have expressed that the 
long wait for asylum interviews is often the driving force pushing them to cross the border 
without the right papers.32

Increases Danger 

One argument that holds a lot of weight whether run on its own or in conjunction with a 

trying to enter, but instead pushes them to use more dangerous routes to cross the border. The 
logic is clear, and the evidence supports it. When the U.S. tightens security at official ports of 

 
28 
www.cbsnews.com/news/the-san-judas-break-where-migrants-pour-into-america-60-minutes/. 
29 
www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/06/deterrence-immigration-us-border-policy/674457/. 
30 
2016. www.migrationpolicy.org/article/borders-and-walls-do-barriers-deter-unauthorized-migration. 
31 Noe- -
Center. 4 Mar. 2024. www.pewresearch.org/race-and-ethnicity/2024/03/04/latinos-views-on-the-migrant-
situation-at-the-us-mexico-border/. 
32 
12 Nov. 2023. www.npr.org/2023/11/12/1212058889/migrants-u-s-southern-border-historic-numbers-why. 
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entry, migrants are more likely to resort to dangerous methods of crossing the border.33 There 
is empirical proof of this; humanitarian groups report that after Title 42 was enacted, the 
further they went into the desert hills, the more evidence of migrant crossings they 
encountered.34 A record number of migrants crossed the deadly Darién Gap in 2023, the first 
step of the migration journey to the U.S..35 Policies that attempt to deter migrants from 
crossing the border consistently push them to make riskier decisions about how to cross and 
force them into dangerous situations, increasing their risk of death.36 

Using data from the CBP, the Missing Migrants Project has noted the disappearance of 
nearly 10,000 migrants in the Americas in the past decade,37 though the number could be much 
higher until 2022, CBP had failed to collect, record, or report complete data on migrant 
deaths.38 This massive oversight is well-documented,39 leading humanitarian groups to 
conclude that there could have been up to 80,000 migrant deaths since the mid-1990s.40 Things 
are likely to continue to get worse, as 2023 was one of the deadliest years on record for the 
southern border,41 an increase from the already record-high in 2022.42 As soon as the U.S. 
begins funneling migrants through more dangerous crossings, instances of rescues by CBP and 

 
33 
www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2023/06/deterrence-immigration-us-border-policy/674457/. 
34 

www.themarshallproject.org/2021/05/26/strict-
border-enforcement-policies-put-migrants-in-harm-s-way-title-42-is-no-exception. 
35 
Guardian. 3 Jan. 2024. www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/jan/03/record-half-million-people-crossed-darien-
gap-2023. 
36 
Guardian. 19 Aug. 2022. www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/aug/19/migrant-deaths-border-crossing-texas-
mexico-extreme-heat. 
37 
missingmigrants.iom.int/region/americas. 
38 
Accountability Office. 20 Mar. 2024. www.gao.gov/products/gao-24-107051. 
39 
www.cnn.com/2018/05/14/us/border-patrol-migrant-death-count-invs/index.html. 
40 
The Intercept. 3 Feb. 2021. theintercept.com/2021/02/03/border-patrol-migrants-humanitarian/. 
41 -
2023. english.elpais.com/usa/2023-12-27/us-mexico-border-records-one-of-its-deadliest-years-ever.html. 
42 Montoya- -Mexico Border in Past 12 Months  a 

www.cbsnews.com/news/migrant-deaths-crossing-us-mexico-border-2022-
record-high/. 
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deaths of migrants increase.43 Expanding surveillance at the border will only push more 
migrants to use these dangerous routes and risk their lives.44 

Surveillance Creep 

Because the U.S. is widely considered the preeminent global superpower, any resolution 
considering U.S. policy will have international implications. However, since the U.S. is the actor 
in the resolution, it is not uncommon for teams to try to scope the round down to impacts on 
the U.S. If you want to talk specifically about the impact affirming the resolution would have on 
U.S. residents, you can discuss the increase in surveillance of U.S. residents as a result. This can 
be defined as surveillance creep, or the idea that surveillance measures installed without the 
intent of harming people will eventually be used for more sinister purposes.45 The border is 
essentially exempt from Fourth Amendment protections against unreasonable searches and 
seizures, which makes it a uniquely difficult place to ensure the protection of privacy.46 
Advocates are particularly concerned about newer, AI-based technologies being implemented 

which could potentially criminalize the more than 7 million people living on the border.47 Some 
of the newer technologies are even being built in public parks and similar community spaces.48 
The rapid expansion of these kinds of advanced technologies on the border are the main reason 

49 
 

 
43 
2024. www.hrw.org/news/2024/06/26/us-border-deterrence-leads-deaths-disappearances.
44 
2021. www.codastory.com/authoritarian-tech/us-border-surveillance/. 
45 
dunhamconnect.com/blog/the-danger-of-surveillance-
creep#:~:text=%E2%80%9CSurveillance%20creep%E2%80%9D%20is%20the%20idea,collecting%20much%20more
%20personal%20information. 
46 
Migration Policy Institute. 2 Feb. 2022. www.migrationpolicy.org/article/artificial-intelligence-border-zones-
privacy. 
47 
CalMatters. 30 Jan. 2024. calmatters.org/california-divide/2024/01/border-patrol-california/. 
48 

www.eff.org/deeplinks/2024/05/coalition-calexico-think-
twice-about-reapproving-border-surveillance-tower-next. 
49 
www.govtech.com/opinion/opinion-u-s-border-surveillance-should-scare-residents. 


