
While the worst border policies we see today have gained notoriety under the Trump administration — deadly walls, 
abusive agents, interior checkpoints, troops at the border, detention and family separation — all of them have their roots 
in Operation Gatekeeper, an enforcement-only policy that began 25 years ago on October 1, 1994. Gatekeeper led to the 
militarization of the southern border and to the policies that disregard human life and human rights at our nation’s bor-
ders. Here’s a snapshot of its legacy.

Operation  Gatekeeper’s
Deadly and Harmful Legacy
September 2019

We need a #NewBorderVision that expands public safety, upholds human rights, and 
welcomes all people to our borders. Learn more at southernborder.org.

•	Abusive	border	agents: The number of Border Patrol agents increased nearly 
five-fold, from 4,028 in 1993 to 19,555 in 20186. Via executive action, Trump ordered 
5,000 new agents.7 Their culture of abuse is well documented.8

•	Intrusive	and	ineffective	checkpoints: There are 34 Border Patrol checkpoints 
up-to-100 miles north of the U.S.-Mexico border in California, Arizona, New Mexico 
and Texas,9 resulting in racial and religious profiling. 
•	Troops	deployed	at	the	U.S.-Mexico	border:	Gatekeeper’s legacy of 
militarization extends to deploying soldiers at our border: there are roughly 3,000 
active duty troops and 2,600 National Guard at the southern border, a huge 
taxpayer expense.10,11,12

•	Abuse	of	asylum-seekers	(as	of	Sept.	30,	2019): Gatekeeper’s disregard for 
human life and human rights is a foundation for the way we treat asylum-seekers 
today. Currently, there are more than 20,00013 asylum-seekers on waiting lists at 
U.S. ports of entry and between 38,00014 to 42,00015 who have been returned to 
wait in Mexico as part of the so-called Migrant Protection Protocols.
•	Dehumanization	of	Migrants. Humans have migrated since the beginning of time 
to flee life-threatening situations and put food on the table for their families. While 
the statutes of improper entry (8 U.S. Code §1325) and improper reentry (8 U.S. 
Code §1326) have existed on the books for more than 100 years, the government 
began to ramp up the enforcement of these charges as the result of Operation 
Gatekeeper. Since 1994, tens of thousands of people have been charged and sent 
to federal prison prior to being deported.16 These prosecutions have also resulted in 
the separation of thousands of children from their parents.17

•	Hundreds	of	miles	of	walls:  Since Gatekeeper, more than 700 miles of wall have 
been built,1, increasing flooding, harming endangered and protected species, and 
robbing private landowners of their lands through “eminent domain.” Trump wants 
450 miles of more border wall by 2020. 
•	Billions	wasted	on	enforcement: The annual budget of the U.S. Border Patrol 
has increased more than ten-fold, from $363 million in 1993 to more than $4.7 
billion in 2019.2

•	Thousands	dead	and	disappeared: More than 8,0003,4 human remains have 
been found, while more than 5,500 people have disappeared in the mountains and 
deserts of the southern border.5
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