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Abstract 
 

The border cities of San Diego and Tijuana have experienced increasing cross-
border economic, social and political relationships that have brought about the 
need for increasing governance of regional cross-border issues. Cross-border 
public, private and nonprofit organizations have emerged on both sides of the 
border. The cross-border cooperation and governance in the San Diego–Tijuana 
region has promoted both the infrastructure and economic projects that have 
been required by different public and private organizations. The economic organ-
izations that are considered incumbents are trying to develop a strategic action 
field in the area of cross-border economic activity. Challengers are represented 
by organizations looking to encourage educational, cultural and ecological coop-
eration and are considered actors interacting in an emerging field. Both incum-
bents and challengers have yet to develop more extensive networks in order to 
have greater influence in the region.  
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1. Introduction 
 
 

The border between the USA and Mexico has experienced important changes 
as a result of the increasing economic interaction between the two countries. 
At the regional level, the economic integration of the border cities of San 
Diego and Tijuana can be considered an expression of the economic forces 
that are encouraging strategic locations for the expansion of export process 
zones (Sassen 2000). However, the trend towards increasing economic inte-
gration has also brought about the development of local social and political 
relationships and created important challenges for the governance of re-
gional cross-border issues.  

For some authors, the Tijuana–San Diego region has been functioning as 
a cross-border metropolis, essentially supplying complementary economic 
activities (Bae 2005). For example, San Diego specializes in high-tech activi-
ties and Tijuana is oriented toward low-skill labor manufacturing and ser-
vices. Additionally, the border region of San Diego–Tijuana is characterized 
by marked differences of income and infrastructure endowments 

In contrast, Sparrow (2001) considers that the San Diego–Tijuana region 
does not correspond to a bi-national region and that the relationship be-
tween these cities is mainly determined by economic factors, particularly af-
ter the establishment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
However, both cities belong to two different nations that have important 
asymmetries at the economic, political and cultural levels and also varying 
social and individual attitudes with respect to the corresponding border city.  

It is worth noting that, in the last 50 years, the border region between the 
US and Mexico has been growing more rapidly in terms of population (par-
ticularly on the Mexican side) and economic activity than the average growth 
of both countries. As pointed out by Anderson (2003), indicators of quality of 
life and educational attainment have improved, while poverty has been re-
duced on both sides of the border.  

Within this context, the border, which reflects the differences of the two 
urban areas in aspects such as language, culture, or migration, has also be-
come a porous place, where thousands of people cross to the other side daily. 
Particularly, the volume of Mexican workers crossing the border to work in 
San Diego County has increased substantially in the last 20 years. This pro-
cess has been called trans-migration and is closely related to the geograph-
ical proximity of internationally related economic activities (Alegría 1990). 
Additionally, business, tourism, work, medical services and cultural activities 
have continuously increased border crossings from the American side, shap-
ing a “blurred” border (Kada and Kiy 2004).  

As a result, the San Diego–Tijuana region has also seen a proliferation of 
cross-border public, private and non-profit organizations that have been cre-
ated to confront different challenges that have arisen in the cross-border re-
gion. Such challenges emerge not only from increasing economic relations, 
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but also from problems generated by the proximity of the border and its im-
pact on environmental, cultural and community activities.  

From this perspective, the cooperation and governance institutions in the 
region, based on public and private collaboration and social and cultural in-
teraction have increased the economic and social integration of the two bor-
der cities, particularly since the expansion of globalization and the establish-
ment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In order to un-
derstand how this increasing interdependence has affected organizations 
which contribute to the governance of shared challenges and opportunities 
of the region, the following research is aimed at gathering information and 
analyzing the main actors’ vision, achievements and obstacles in the cooper-
ation and governance of the San Diego–Tijuana region. Additionally, the 
study attempts to corroborate the development and predominance of the the-
ory of emerging fields in border economic cooperation and governance.  

 
 

2. Socioeconomic characteristics of  
the border region between San Diego and Tijuana 
 
The economies of Mexico and the USA have been experiencing economic in-
tegration based on the dynamics of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Mexico 
and the trade between these two countries. The establishment of NAFTA in 
1994 generated tariff reductions and assurance for investors of member 
countries, allowing an important surge in economic relations between Mex-
ico and the USA.  

This economic integration has also had important repercussions in the re-
gional economic dynamics at the border level. As a consequence of the rapid 
growth of manufacturing plants and the production of manufactured goods 
in Mexico intended for export to the USA, the northern border region of Mex-
ico has become an important destination for FDI and manufacturing produc-
tion.  

One of the border regions that has been deeply affected by the economic 
integration of the USA and Mexico is located in the states of California and 
Baja California. This border region, where the city of San Diego and Tijuana 
are located, includes the Southern California county of San Diego and the 
northern part of the Baja California peninsula. In 2010, the population of that 
region reached 6,2503,983 people, with 3,095,313 people living in San Diego 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2016) and 3,155,070 people in the state of Baja Califor-
nia (INEGI 2016). Other additional socioeconomic indicators show that the 
city of Tijuana has grown exponentially in the last 20 years. Finally, the Mex-
ican side of the border shows a younger population, some of whom cross the 
border daily to supplement the labor force in the services and construction 
activities in San Diego.  

Regarding the economic profile of the two cities, the economy of San Di-
ego is characterized by its high productivity and technological development, 
whereas the economy of the city of Tijuana is based on in-bond assembly 
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manufacturing plants (maquiladoras), services and tourism, with a lower level 
of technology and skills within the labor force. Also, there is an important 
gap in the economic activities of both regions. The data for the GDP at the 
city level is not calculated in Mexico. Considering that Tijuana represents an 
important proportion of the economic activity of the state of Baja California 
due to its manufacturing activities and services, the GDP of Baja California is 
a proxy that shows the main difference in the level of economic activity of 
each city. In 2010, the GDP of San Diego County was $1,222,500 million dol-
lars, while the GDP of the state of Baja California was significantly lower at 
$26,721 million dollars (Table 1). Nevertheless, both economies are highly 
interconnected and have created an important cross-border business region.  

Another significant difference is related to the labor markets of these cit-
ies. As a result of the economic recession of 2008–2009, the unemployment 
rate of the city of San Diego increased to a very high level. Economic activity 
within Tijuana has provided jobs for the supply of workers, as indicated by a 
low unemployment rate of 3.7 in 2016 which is lower than that of San Diego 
at 4.3 (Table 1). Therefore, even though the per capita income and the quality 
of the jobs in the city of Tijuana are significantly inferior to the neighboring 
city of San Diego, the city of Tijuana is characterized by a high level of em-
ployment generated by the maquiladora industries.  

 
Table 1. Social Aspects of the San Diego-Baja California Region 

 
Baja California and Tijuana Social Aspects San Diego County Social Aspects 

GDP  million dls. (2015)* 25,074  GDP  million dls. (2015) 220,573.0  
Labor force employed (2015) 1,537,487  Labor force employed (2015) 1,528,153.0  
Unemployment rate, 2016 3.70  Unemployment rate, 2016 4.30  
Population, 2015 3,315,766  Population, 2015     3,223,096.0  

Male 0.51  Male 0.50  
Population Tijuana 1,559,683  Binational border population 4,782,779.0  

Female 0.49  Female 0.50  

Crude birth rate (2010) 17.3  Crude birth rate (2002) 15.2  
Life expectancy (2010) 76.2  Life expectancy 79.4  

Foreign born (2010) 0.0  Foreign born persons, percent, 
2008-2012     

0.23  

Total Households (2010) 858,676  Total Households 1,067,462.0  
Average household size, 2010 3.60  Average household size, 2010 2.82  

Source: INEGI, Census, 2010, National Survey of 
Occupation and Employment (ENOE), Economic 
Information Bank, INEGI. * The GDP for Tijuana 
is not available in the official statistics of Mex-
ico. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008-2012 Ameri-
can Community Survey. Source: Bureau of La-
bor Statistics and  Bureau of Transportation 
Statistics, 

 
It is worth mentioning that a major economic linkage between California and 
Baja California has to do with the intense commercial flows between the two 
states. Nearly 16% of the exports of the US to Mexico come from California 
(U.S. Department of Transportation, Bureau of Transportation Statistics 2016), 
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with approximately 70% of the California exports to Mexico passing through 
Baja California. This activity is particularly relevant because an important 
share of that trade crosses the border between San Diego and Tijuana. The 
economic integration of the border cities has developed in a social context 
that shows important differences between these cities. The city of Tijuana 
has grown exponentially in the last 30 years due to a higher birth rate and 
the continuous domestic migration of Mexican workers to the border city. In 
1990 the population of the Mexican border city was 747,381 but after an 
explosive expansion increased to 1,559,683 people by 2010 (INEGI, Popula-
tion Census 1990, 2010). However, there is an important differential in the 
level of income between the two cities and significant contrasts in terms of 
economic development. Uneven economic structures of the two border cities 
have created different social and economic problems that require addressing, 
such as education, communications infrastructure, environmental problems, 
and health issues. Tijuana has experienced important pressures in the labor 
market and in the increasing demand for infrastructure and social and public 
services. The Council of Population of México (CONAPO 2010) reported that 
26.7% of the homes exhibited overcrowded conditions in 2010. It is also im-
portant to mention that the international recession of 2008–2009 encour-
aged anti-immigrant policies that increased removals and deportations of 
Mexican workers from the USA to Mexican border cities. According to the 
EMIF (Northern Border Migration Survey, El Colegio de la Frontera Norte 
2009), the number of deported migrants to the most important Mexican bor-
der cities was 552,726. The increasing US deportation policy of undocu-
mented migrants has added pressure to these Mexican urban areas, raising 
the number of sub-employed people as well as workers in the informal mar-
kets.  

 
2.1. The economic profile of San Diego 

 
The economy of San Diego is characterized by the development of economic 
clusters, which are agglomerations of related industries and businesses. The 
most important of those are in entertainment and tourism, as well as in the 
high technology industries of communications, aerospace, biotechnology and 
biomedical products (SANDAG 2012). However, the structure of the economy 
is rather diversified, and other economic activities are significant for the dy-
namics of the city. These include publishing and marketing, clean technolo-
gies and horticulture.  

The emergence of highly technological activities has been based on the 
expansion of higher education and defense expenditures in the city of San 
Diego. In particular, defense contracts have encouraged activities with inten-
sive innovative processes in the aerospace, software, communications, com-
puters and electronics industries, among others. Also, universities and re-
search institutes have been instrumental in the development of biotechnol-
ogy, biomedical and pharmaceutical industries. These industries have shaped 
the profile of San Diego’s economy today and will continue to evolve in the 
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future (SANDAG 2012). Other factors that have positively impacted the com-
petitiveness of San Diego are its business-friendly tax structure, and the sup-
ply of both highly qualified and less qualified labor (Feinberg and Schuck 
2001).  

With respect to the commercial activities of the city of San Diego, the city 
is ranked as number 17 in terms of exports in the USA in 2011. The urban 
area represents 9.9% of the exports of the state of California (International 
Trade Administration 2016). Additionally, it is significant that the main ex-
ports of the city are high technology manufactured goods such as electronic 
equipment, computers and transportation equipment. In this context, the ur-
ban region of San Diego also has Mexico as the main importer of its manu-
factured goods, followed by Canada, both members of NAFTA.  

 
2.2. The emerging economy of Tijuana 

 
The state of Baja California and, in particular, the cities of Tijuana and 

Mexicali, are characterized by an important share of manufacturing industries 
in their GDP. The manufacturing boom is directly related to the expansion of 
maquiladora activities in the state, which are oriented to the manufacturing 
and assembly of temporarily imported inputs to be re-exported to the USA. 
As a result, the city of Tijuana has an important economic interaction with 
the state of California and particularly with the city of San Diego.  

Additionally, the rapid growth of the manufacturing and maquiladora sec-
tors has had important effects on the other economic sectors, since it has 
generated additional income in the border cities and, therefore, has increased 
trade and services activities in the border region (Mendoza 2007). For the 
state of Baja California, retail trade and real estate are also crucial activities. 
In 2010, these accounted for 17.5% and 11.8% of the GDP, respectively. Both 
the intensive manufacturing activities plus the pull effect of the stronger 
economy and potential markets of the state of California have also encour-
aged tourism and real estate sectors, attracting an important number of peo-
ple to the coast of Baja California (Baja California Office of Economic Devel-
opment 2016).  

 
 
3. San Diego–Tijuana regional economic relations 
 
3.1. Manufacturing and trade 
 
The interaction between the two border cities has increased considerably 
since the opening of the Mexican economy in the decade of the 1980s and 
particularly after the establishment of NAFTA. Initially, a chief channel of 
economic interaction was developed through foreign direct investment (FDI) 
aimed at establishing maquiladoras. As a result, in 2010, the state of Baja 
California received $815.6 million dollars of FDI, with 88.5% of that from the 
USA (Baja California Office of Economic Development 2016). Hence, FDI and 
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trade have been the main driving forces of the economic integration of Cali-
fornia and Baja California, and have contributed to delineating the profile of 
the binational border region.  

The expansion of the manufacturing activities based on maquiladoras on 
the Tijuana side has also encouraged manufacturing employment growth on 
the San Diego side as well. However, it is important to point out that the 
importance of manufacturing in total employment is lower in San Diego. For 
example, in 2011, workers in that sector only accounted for 9.3% of total 
employment in the county of San Diego. In contrast, in Baja California the 
employment in the manufacturing sector reached 21.5% in 2010 (INEGI, Na-
tional Accounting System 2010).  

Additionally, the region has experienced rapid growth in business, social, 
familiar and cultural relations that have encouraged the expansion of border 
crossings from each side of the border. As a result, an explosion of border 
crossings has occurred in the last 10 years: in 2004, there were 10,577,148 
vehicular border crossings at the Otay Mesa port of entry and 21,116,089 in 
San Ysidro; in 2014 the numbers increased to 12,040,318 and 43,733,555 re-
spectively. With respect to pedestrian border crossings, the port of San Ysidro, 
which is the main pedestrian access of both cities, exhibited an increase from 
7,925,371 to 12,486,850 border crossings in the same period.  

The intensity of border crossings at the San Diego–Tijuana border, one of 
the busiest international ports in the world, is mainly related to shopping, 
working, visiting relatives, and tourism. With respect to shopping, it has been 
pointed out that, historically, and due to differences in quality, variety, and 
price, Mexican consumers from Tijuana with medium or higher income and 
who are passport holders tend to cross the border to the US side, demanding 
retail goods, and entertainment (Muria and Chavez 2011).  

Other economic activities that have impacted the economic integration of 
the border region are related to the expansion of the health care sector. The 
Mexican border cities, and particularly Tijuana, have experienced an increase 
of health services offered to American consumers that cross the border to 
acquire such services at a lower cost than in the USA (Vargas-Hernández and 
Reza 2010).  

 
3.2. Challenges for the San Diego–Tijuana border region 
 
The binational region of San Diego–Tijuana is not exempt from major prob-
lems that derive from two cities with a large gap in income and infrastructure 
endowments. Additionally, the increasing economic integration encouraged 
by the establishment of NAFTA has added new problems related to environ-
mental issues, immigration and resource management (Brunet-Jailly et al. 
2008). As a result of the problems imposed by both the differences in eco-
nomic development and the need for regional bi-national interaction regard-
ing economic activities, important initiatives aimed at promoting and en-
hancing cross-border cooperation and governance have emerged in recent 
years.  
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4. Economic integration, border regions, and governance 
 
The border regions that have experienced economic integration have become 
important links between domestic and foreign markets. From this point of 
view, economic integration has an important and direct impact on the border 
regions and urban areas. However, depending on specific border circum-
stances, border regions are not impacted uniformly by economic integration 
(Niebuhr and Stiller 2002).  

In the case of the economic integration between Mexico and the USA, 
Krugman (1993) and Hanson (1998) have indicated that trade integration has 
affected economic activity more intensely at the border level. The reduction 
of tariffs and the lower labor costs derived from the relative proximity of 
markets across the border attracted foreign direct investment and trade. The 
authors argued that the relatively small Mexican domestic economy changed 
from a domestic to an export-oriented pattern of growth in order to access 
the larger markets of the USA.  

The concept of economic integration has never been quite precise. In 
some cases, economists have used the concept to analyze international co-
operation and socio-economic problems. However, the term generally im-
plies trade activity as the main factor of economic integration. Following 
Balassa (1961) with an economic point of view, the concept can be consid-
ered a process towards eliminating economic disparities between agents of 
two different countries. The level of integration can vary from a free-trade 
area to a customs union, until it reaches an economic union where there is 
synchronized fiscal, monetary and countercyclical policy. Additionally, when 
discussing the concept of economic integration, it should be related to the 
dismantling of trade barriers that could allow increasing trade and economic 
activity between border economies.  

Therefore, the introduction of a border concept to study the effects of eco-
nomic integration is a necessary starting point. In general, the concept of 
border refers to a geographical delimitation of social groups by legal lines. 
However, with increasing globalization, the concept of border can be ex-
tended to a frontier area or border region which includes areas contiguous to 
the border and where government administrations are often distantly located 
(Anderson and O’Dowd 1999). Border regions have particular challenges that 
require resolution at the local level. Additionally, the economic interaction 
between border states requires supranational coordination in order to incor-
porate local governance alongside macroeconomic policies (Jessop 2003).  

The increasing importance of border regions brings about the necessity to 
define the concept of governance by describing the political forces that pro-
vide goals and control over members and inhabitants of the border commu-
nities (Brautigam 1991). Specifically, border region initiatives require local 
and cross-border governance in order to organize and promote regional eco-
nomic development. In that sense, building cross-border alliances is a crucial 
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task to achieve local objectives (Gualini 2003). However, governance in bor-
der regions requires developing networking and cooperation, based on insti-
tutional mechanisms with the involvement of the private and the public sec-
tors. From this perspective, this paper addresses the challenges for develop-
ing cross-border governance between the cities of San Diego and Tijuana, 
particularly when facing the development of supralocal interests and over-
lapped local and national interests.  

 
4.1. Border relations in the San Diego–Tijuana region 
 
Although the economic relations between San Diego and Tijuana are pre-
dominant in the continuous interaction of the border region, non-economic 
bonds between Tijuana and the southern cities of San Diego county (San 
Ysidro, Chula Vista, and San Diego) should also be considered. In addition to 
commercial and economic links, important sectors of the population have de-
veloped social, and cultural connections, due to the expansion of the Mexican 
and Hispanic population in the county and its effect on the population of San 
Diego.  

The problems associated with the intense relations within the border re-
gion have encouraged the emergence and development of different types of 
cross-border organizations, in particular since the 1990s. However, the pro-
gress in developing a regionalism based on the idea of a much broader trans-
border region with common interests has faced important challenges and ob-
stacles (Taylor 2007).  

Historically, the interest in cross-border planning began during the 1960s, 
when the Border Area Plan was established in San Diego. Throughout the 
mid-1970s, the deepening of the ties between the two cities encouraged new 
initiatives to unite public and private actors, which resulted in more frequent 
conferences and meetings for planning the development of infrastructure at 
the border. These initiatives can be illustrated by the elaboration of plans for 
the San Diego Trolley line expansion to San Ysidro, as well as the expansion 
of the customs offices at the border. During the 1990s, a new upsurge in the 
coordination for developing new plans for improving the border area of the 
two cities was noticeable: the San Diego Association of Governments 
(SANDAG) was established in 1996, along with its Committee on Binational 
Regional Opportunities (COBRO), comprising elected officials, representa-
tives of academia, business and community organizations (SANDAG 2015). 
The main objective of the committee has been the coordination of planning 
for watershed research, energy, transportation, data collection, environment, 
and other border-related issues in the region.  

The events of September 11 had a negative impact on the US-Mexico eco-
nomic integration at the border level. In the case of the San Diego–Tijuana 
border region, both private and public actors were constrained from continu-
ing to plan and promote diverse projects in order to fulfill the new objective 
of securing the border (Herzog and Sohn 2014). The focus of the federal gov-
ernment on the border was redirected at enhancing the security system of 
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the US-Mexico border by exponentially increasing the financial resources 
spent on the construction of 670 miles of border fence, augmented personnel 
of the Homeland Security Department and additional enhanced technology 
for surveillance (Koslwski 2011). Since the 1990s, cooperation and govern-
ance in the San Diego–Tijuana border region have been subject to opposing 
forces: the effects of expanded border enforcement, as well as the increasing 
economic integration encouraged by the establishment of NAFTA (Ackerman 
2011).  

In this context, both governmental and civil organizations have had to 
deal with restrictive control of border economic, social, environmental and 
cultural conditions that have encouraged the emergence of local cross-bor-
der organizations, particularly in the economic arena. Therefore, trade and 
investment business activities are restrained by the economic, social and po-
litical environment and by the external shocks associated with the interna-
tional economic recessions that, in recessionary phases, have slowed down 
crossborder cooperation and governance (Mendoza 2013).  
 
4.2. Cross-border governance, globalization, and borders 
 
The importance of cross-border cooperation and governance in the San Di-
ego–Tijuana region is fundamental in order to undertake the infrastructure 
and economic projects that have been requested by different public and pri-
vate organizations. Cross-border initiatives, such as access to funding, pro-
motion of regional assets, and policy exchanges among other possibilities, 
depend on the development of networks, which in turn are related to building 
common interests for the cross-regional community (Gualini 2003). In that 
sense, the political and economic dimension become key issues in developing 
cross-border associations to promote polices for improving the bi-national 
region. However, the relations do not end at the economic and social levels, 
because there are other cultural aspects that have also become important for 
actors in cross-border governance.  

It has been argued that nation-states have been characterized by overlap-
ping networks of economic, social, cultural and political interactions that can 
expand across borders in close proximity (Decoville et al. 2013). Thus, border 
regions have experienced interactions of cross-border networks. However, 
the internationalization of economic activities affects border regions. Partic-
ularly, borders are determinants of integration due to the magnitude of the 
domestic market and capital, trade and investment patterns which are con-
centrated in those regions (Weiss 1999). In the case of the San Diego–Tijuana 
binational region, a clear driving force of cross-border governance arises from 
the attraction of the immense market of San Diego (and California) and its 
tremendous impact on Tijuana, which spans from the establishment of 
maquiladoras to the flows of consumers between the two cities.  

A cross-governance organization that is in favor of developing a political 
and/or economic action requires the reconsideration of the concepts of sov-
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ereignty and territoriality of the states, as well as the perspective of develop-
ing a regional community with shared interests. Therefore, cross-border gov-
ernance implies the development and improvement of networks at the re-
gional and bi-national level, based on cooperation, coalition and governance 
capacities. The future of cross-border governance in the San Diego–Tijuana 
binational region will necessarily expand, based on the development of pri-
vate and institutional organizations able to promote common objectives and 
consolidate influential networks.  

 
 
5. Actors of the San Diego–Tijuana border region 
 
In order to analyze the main organizations working on developing cross-bor-
der cooperation and governance, the present paper gathered information by 
applying semistructured interviews to a sample of Non-Governmental Organ-
izations (NGOs) and institutional organizations functioning in the San Diego–
Tijuana border region. The questions were designed to provide insights on 
the analytical framework used in the study, which is based on the theory of 
strategic action fields (SAFs), developed by Fligstein and McAdam, which they 
describe as “an integrated theory that explains how stability and change are 
achieved by social actors in circumscribed social arenas” (2012, 3). The au-
thors suggest first to circumscribe the strategic action field (or field) that is 
studied, with the understanding that this field is not isolated, but closely 
linked with other fields. In this sense, the field of cross-border governance in 
the Tijuana-San Diego area allows us to analyze the ways in which different 
groups of actors from Mexico and the United States try to impose their per-
spective and defend their interests.  

The strategic action field is a category that describes a meso-social order 
that represents a group of structured human interrelationships in a society. 
In this theoretical construction, the actors interact based on shared views and 
an understanding of the purpose of the SAF, the power differences, and the 
rules that guide the organizations within the SAF (Fligstein and McAdam 
2011). This theoretical approach can be used to generate a typology based 
on the responses from the questionnaires and to establish how the cross-
border governance field in the bi-national region is structured. Therefore, col-
lective actors at the border may consist of organizations, social movements 
and government institutions that, based on mutual interests, can become a 
SAF, which becomes a unit of society. From this perspective, it is possible to 
analyze the different actors’ activities and provide an understanding of the 
predominant groups that have been leading cross-border governance efforts.  

The theoretical framework can also be useful to analyze SAFs in terms of 
the differences and the relative importance of actors. Fields are populated by 
three main categories of actors: first, incumbents “are those actors who wield 
disproportionate influence within a field and whose interests and views tend 
to be heavily reflected in the dominant organizations of the strategic action 
field” (Fligstein and McAdam 2012, 13). In cross-border fields, incumbents 



Mendoza, Jorge Eduardo, and Bruno Dupeyron. 2017. “Economic Integration,  
Emerging Fields and Cross-Border Governance: The Case of San Diego–Tijuana.”  
Journal of Borderlands Studies [Vol(Issue): Pages]. doi:10.1080/08865655.2017.1367711. 

12 

have generally been federal governments, state, and municipal governments, 
and in some cases specific interest groups, such as business interests. In con-
trast, challengers “occupy less privileged niches within the field and ordinar-
ily wield little influence over its operation. While they recognize the nature 
of the field and the dominant logic of incumbent actors, they can usually 
articulate an alternative vision of the field and their position in it” (Fligstein 
and McAdam 2012, 13). Challengers in cross-border fields have been identi-
fied as organizations or actors that support alternative representations and 
policies, for instance social issues. In cross-border fields, they can be cross-
border organizations that defend and promote particular interests. This ap-
proach allows the development of a typology of actors in the San Diego–
Tijuana region and an analysis of how the governments of both sides of the 
border are interacting to generate a strategic action field.  

The San Diego–Tijuana border governance field is based on collective ac-
tors that are developing relationships and interacting to consolidate cross-
border relations. The functioning of the San Diego–Tijuana border govern-
ance has been developed by a constant interaction between incumbents and 
challengers. For instance, incumbents have created a binational network of 
political and business actors for promoting the Tijuana-San Diego region to 
investors and federal authorities of both countries. In contrast, challengers 
have worked with other actors independently, and seldom have coordinated 
for a longterm common cause; additionally, their achievements have been 
rather modest. For the case of San Diego–Tijuana, these actors consist of 
human rights, social, and cultural organizations. Their achievements have 
been made possible by adopting management regulations in national and 
local governments and from international organizations that fund initiatives.  

Several important organizations and institutions contribute to the field of 
cross-border governance in the San Diego–Tijuana region. Because of their 
coordination, resources and privileges, the entrepreneurial organizations 
stand out. They are public and private institutions that promote economic 
activities in the trans-border region by developing infrastructure and facili-
tating resources to encourage commercial activity in the region.  

In contrast, actors that are engaged in social work, migration, and human 
rights activities, offer services and basic goods toward the survival of the vul-
nerable populations on both sides of the border, and are oriented to protect 
and support victims of human rights violations related to migratory condi-
tions. They also support migrants in actions related to schooling and coordi-
nation with local and federal authorities.  

A third group of organizations that contribute to cross-border governance 
are focused on health and environmental issues. They are concerned with 
promoting better health conditions in the border region. Fundamentally, the 
organizations are oriented toward the Mexican population in Tijuana and to-
ward protecting the natural resources of the region, and encouraging sustain-
ability, by endorsing environmental laws and resources to protect the envi-
ronment.  

Finally, a fourth group is made up of academic and cultural organizations 
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that generate knowledge regarding border issues, applying knowledge in the 
areas of planning and regional development and encouraging cultural ex-
change in the border region, by supporting artistic activities and education 
on both sides of the border.  

In the study, a sample of 27 actors and government units from both sides 
of the border were interviewed. Within the sample, six actors were classified 
as incumbents, 13 were considered as challengers and eight were govern-
ment units (Table 2). The typology was based on the actors’ characteristics 
according to the theoretical framework of Fligstein and McAdam (2011). The 
incumbent actors are private organizations: two are from San Diego, two from 
Tijuana and one is considered a bi-national organization. The main objectives 
of the US actors are, among others, to offer businesses the opportunity to 
participate in activities and discussions that focus on cross-border commerce, 
international presence, and economic opportunities that support the eco-
nomic and social growth of its members through networking, public aware-
ness, and community promotions. From the Mexican side, the actors are non-
profit organizations financed by state and municipal governments, and the 
private sector (Economic Development Council of Tijuana, CDT). Their objec-
tives are project planning and implementation for city development and link-
ing actors and interests between California and Baja California regarding eco-
nomic issues. Finally, a bi-national organization was interviewed, the Smart 
Border Coalition: its stated objectives are to bring together leading academic, 
business and civic communities from both sides of the San Diego–Tijuana 
International region to develop databases and policy positions, deliver spe-
cial events and programs, and encourage growth of the cross-border econ-
omy. Other actors interviewed were the San Ysidro Chamber of Commerce, 
an organization created to support the economic and social growth of its 
members through networking, public awareness, and community promotions; 
the Organization of Economic and Industrial Development of Tijuana 
DEITAC-EDC, a private and binational organization formed by Mexican and 
American companies that provide information services for the business and 
the US-Mexico Border Philanthropy Partnership – BPP, which is a binational 
organization supporting a network of actors that build prosperity through 
leadership, collaboration, and philanthropy at the border level.  

Incumbents are supported by internal governmental units (IGUs), aimed at 
promoting economic development in the border region. These formal gov-
ernance units are in charge of making sure that the rules within the region 
are followed. Logically, these government organizations are influenced by 
current incumbent actors, protecting their interests in the power struggle to 
determine the main objectives of the SAF. On the US side, both the Municipal 
City Hall of San Diego and the Regional Planning Agency of the Association 
of 18 city and county governments of the San Diego region (SANDAG) are 
considered governance units strongly influenced by incumbent organiza-
tions. In particular, SANDAG has a program oriented towards promoting the 
economic development along the border. 
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Table 2. Typology based on the Theory of Strategic Action Fields 
 
Actors interviewed Typology 

Smart Border Coalition, founded 2013. Incumbent 

Mexico Business Center of San Diego Regional Chamber of Commerce, founded 
1870. 

Incumbent 

Economic Development Council of Tijuana (Consejo de Desarrollo Economico de 
Tijuana, founded 1997. 

Incumbent 

San Ysidro Chamber of Commerce founded 1923. Incumbent 

Economic and Industrial Development of Tijuana DEITAC-EDC, founded 1989. Incumbent 

Binational Affairs, Baja California State Government 

Binational Affairs, City of San Diego Government 

San Diego Association of Governments, SANDAG, founded 1980. Government 

Binational Affairs, XX City Hall Tijuana   Government 

Consulate General of Mexico in San Diego Government 

Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Secretarria de Relaciones Exteriores, SRE) Government 

Consejo Estatal de Atencion al Migrante, founded 2013. Government 

Oficina de Salud Fronteriza Binacional, founded 2000. Government 

Environmental Health Coalition, founded 1980. Challenger 

PREVENCASA, A.C., founded 1997. Challenger 

Universidad Iberoamericana de Tijuana, founded 1982 Challenger 

International Community Foundation  Challenger 

Polen audiovisual, founded 2008. Challenger 

National University Challenger 

Angeles de la Frontera, founded 1986. Challenger 

Coalicion Humanitaria Pro-Migrante, founded 1996. Challenger 

Consultor Denise Ducheny Challenger 

U.S.-Mexico Border Philanthropy Partnership (BPP) Challenger 

Veteranos deportados Challenger 

 Binational Front of Indigenous Organizations, founded 1991 Challenger 

Iniciativa de Salud de Las Americas Challenger 

Pronatura Noroeste, A.C., founded 1991 Challenger 

 
Source: Own elaboration. 
 
The organization has a Borders Committee which provides oversight for plan-
ning activities that impact the border region of San Diego County with rep-
resentatives from the cities in the San Diego area and the city of Tijuana and 
state of Baja California. Their main objectives are to coordinate the planning 
and delivery of projects for transportation infrastructure and to improve the 
efficient movement of people, goods, and services between the United States 
and Mexico. On the Tijuana side, a governmental organization that stands out 
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is the Office of Binational Affairs of Baja California that links actors and in-
terests between California and Baja California in economic, social, political, 
cultural and academic issues.  

Challengers are made up of organizations focused on the promotion of 
the human rights of migrants and organizations that are oriented to building 
prosperity through leadership, collaboration, and philanthropy in the US-
Mexico Border region. In the case of the San Diego–Tijuana border region, 
several facets of social and cultural life have encouraged the development of 
private organizations on both sides of the border. In this study, we included 
six actors: Prevencasa, A.C., a Mexican organization based in Tijuana, BC, is 
focused on providing safe sex resources to the Red-Light District of Tijuana. 
Additionally, two organizations aimed at helping migrants were interviewed. 
The Consejo Estatal de Atención al Migrante is a public organization created 
to manage the program to return migrants to their place of origin. The organ-
ization provides temporary accommodations, takes care of migrants with 
criminal or health problems (mental illness and addictions), and offers shel-
ters for migrants. The third organization is the Coalición Humanitaria Pro-
Migrante. This organization brings together actors that seek to defend the 
rights of migrants in transit from Central America to Chicago in the United 
States, and also addresses the social causes of immigration and violence. Ad-
ditionally, an actor working on environmental problems was interviewed: the 
Environmental Health Coalition, which deals with the relationship between 
the chemicals used in homes and workplaces and serious health effects. Fi-
nally, among academic organizations, the Universidad Iberoamericana stands 
out in offering private education at the elementary and high school levels 
and promoting academic student exchanges with institutions in the USA.  
 
 
6. Incumbents and challengers at the San Diego-Tijuana border 
 
6.1. Methodological aspects 
 
The objective of the study was to understand which factors are determining 
the development of organizations at the border and the development of stra-
tegic action fields. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in order to aid 
in the analysis of the determinants, struggles and accomplishments of the 
actors considered in the sample of this study. The in-person interviews fol-
lowed a pattern of structured questions, based on theoretical and empirical 
findings regarding the process of economic integration and the development 
of cross-border organizations. Each interview consisted of a set of questions 
structured around the following themes: personal and professional experi-
ence on border issues, the vision and mission, objectives and activities of the 
organizations, intra-organizational abilities, achievements of the organiza-
tion, obstacles for the management of border governance and cooperation, 
identification of main actors, proposals to improve cross-border governance, 
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reflections on the border, appreciation of NAFTA and its impact on cross-bor-
der cooperation.  

Given the different capacities, potential impact and political struggles to 
determine characteristics and support for cross border cooperation and gov-
ernance, the objective of the information acquired from the interviews was 
to delineate the typology of the main actors working in the San Diego–Ti-
juana Border region and, in particular, to assess the possibility of an emerging 
field resulting from increasing economic, social and political interaction at 
the border. In order to accomplish that goal, the structure of the interview 
included questions focused on getting information about the trans-border 
experience and knowledge of people running these organizations, in partic-
ular, the type of activities pursued when they cross the border (business, work, 
visiting, etc.). Additionally, the interviews also contained questions about the 
intra-organizational abilities of the actors to link their interests to the devel-
opment of trans-border cooperation and the internal coordination and com-
munication of the organizations. Also, it included general information about 
the financial resources, border networks, political connections and other in-
ter-organizational characteristics. Finally, a set of questions was related to 
the impact of NAFTA on cross-border cooperation, the achievements of the 
economic and social organizations and the vision of the actors for the future 
of the border.  
 
6.2. Determinants of emerging action fields in the San Diego–Tijuana region 
 
The development and consolidation of SAFs in the San Diego–Tijuana border 
region has been determined by factors such as the geographical proximity of 
the border cities and the uneven social and labor conditions between the two 
cities; these factors encouraged American and Asian foreign direct invest-
ment flows to Tijuana and the establishment of Mexican economic policies 
to attract business to the border. However, the process of economic integra-
tion with the USA and the security objectives at the border have affected the 
efforts to consolidate cross-border governance by reducing economic activi-
ties and limiting the flows of people and trade between the two cities (Men-
doza 2005). Therefore, the conditions for developing common objectives 
among organizations included in common SAFs is strongly influenced by eco-
nomic forces and federal policies that have favored economic interests over 
the environmental, social and cultural demands at the border. Within this 
context, local organizations have emerged, reflecting a variety of demands 
from both sides of the border as well as those of a bi-national nature.  

From the variety of organizations working on cross-border cooperation 
and governance, the actors that are promoting economic links between the 
two cities can be defined as incumbents in the San Diego–Tijuana cross-bor-
der governance field. In order to consider that the empirical evidence sup-
ports the analysis of these types of organizations as SAFs, its boundaries and 
characteristics must be considered to be clear (Fligstein and McAdam 2012). 
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In the San Diego–Tijuana region, the main characteristics that provide evi-
dence of the emergence of a field are the increasing economic integration, 
the social skills for developing a favorable environment developed by the 
organizations focused on business and economic activities, and the political 
coalitions supported by the government unit that have created a stable field 
in the economic sector of the border region. Therefore, it can be argued that 
business and economic development organizations have created an emerg-
ing field in the region based on the following characteristics: vision of the 
border, activities, and organization.  

Organizations with social, environmental and cultural goals have had a 
more complicated process of emergence and, given the constant impact of 
external shocks and the lack of resources, they have not been able to expand 
their activities and can only be considered as challengers in the region. In the 
same vein, Fligstein and McAdam (2012, 189) note that the initial resource 
allocations will impact the structure of the field, organized either hierarchi-
cally or cooperatively. In this case study, the inequality of initial resource 
distributions—economic and political—gave a crucial advantage to the cross-
border business community, supported by public actors. Also, this cross-bor-
der governance field emerged near existing SAFs on each side of the border: 
it is therefore no surprise that the emerging cross-border field has been pop-
ulated by representatives of prevalent groups from the private and public 
sectors.  
 
6.3. Organizational capacities and the structure of actors at the border 
 
The incumbent actors’ professional experience on border issues is based on 
the closeness to the border, the economic interaction on both sides of the 
border and the personal experience of the members of the organizations. 
From the incumbent actors’ point of view, such as the members or managers 
of organizations, the experience on the border is related to business interests. 
One member of the administration of the Border Philanthropy Partnership 
responded as follows:  

 
I have always worked for in my professional career in the border region 
and I have interest in the Latin community who speaks Spanish. During 
the day, I am in Tijuana or in meetings in Tecate or Mexicali. However, 
it is common to cross the border to go to San Diego; it is part of my 
territory.  

 
Additional expertise derives from the personal life experiences of living on 
one side of the border and working on the other side. As expressed by a mem-
ber of SANDAG, “I am binational, I paid taxes in Mexico and in the USA, and I 
have family living in both countries. I think that is an advantage for the border 
dialogue.”  

As a result of these binational life experiences, members of the admin-
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istration of both incumbent and challenger organizations have had the op-
portunity to learn the economic and social issues affecting border life. There-
fore, local interests in cross-border governance have arisen from geograph-
ical proximity and its effect on the relationship of border and trans-border 
communities.  
 
6.4. Managerial capacities of the organizations  
at the San Diego-Tijuana border 
 
The actors considered as incumbents in this analysis have been mainly in-
volved in economic relations at the border. They have created a trans-border 
board of directors in order to formulate plans to carry out specific objectives. 
According to the binational organization Smart Border Coalition, the struc-
ture and managerial capacities are based on the following characteristics: “... 
the board has 24 members, 12 from Tijuana and 12 from San Diego; senior 
business people running companies have plants on both sides that have 
vested interests in a smooth running border ... ”  

Actors dealing with emerging aspects of the trans-border experience, such 
as assistance for deported migrants, have fewer resources and management 
skills. One of the members of Polen Audiovisual, an organization that pro-
motes cultural projects, indicated that “our experience promoting cultural 
projects organization was very flexible..., we always wanted a horizontal ap-
proach. The decisions were made by four people, using a voting mechanism.” 
In general, a basic organizational structure is one of the characteristics typi-
cally found among challengers. A participant in Veteranos Deportados, which 
is an organization helping veterans from US wars deported to the border, 
outlined financial limitations: “Donations are provided by individuals; right 
now, a church is going to help us with a grant, but really donations are indi-
vidual, family or veterans’ contributions.”  
 
6.5. Visions and achievements at the border 
 
Regarding their visions of the border, incumbent organizations typically con-
sider the border as a “mega-region” that contrasts with US and Mexican na-
tional governments’ policy and administrative perspectives. The US govern-
ment has created a border based on national security criteria, increasing the 
obstacles for border crossings and moving away from the integrated vision 
of the economically linked border region that subnational actors have en-
couraged.  

On the other hand, actors categorized as challengers consider the border 
as a region where two cultures and thinking systems meet and diverge. It is 
a border region that is highly unequal socio-economically. The region has 
been negatively affected by migrants deported from the USA. These are hu-
manitarian problems that exceed the response capacity of local actors. Fi-
nally, the border region shares ecosystems, despite the damaging behavior of 
the maquiladora industry that generally does not take into account measures 
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for preventing negative environmental externalities.  
Some actors have generated important achievements that have been con-

centrated in the economic field. The Mexico Business Center successfully par-
ticipated in lobbying for resources from the federal government to build a 
new port of entry. According to this organization:  

There are three phases of the project, the first part already in construction, 
the third phase, which was developed before the second one and consists of 
adjusting the port of entry. The second part of the project consists of building 
a new pedestrian bridge ...  

As a result of their efforts, the new port of entry called El Chaparral in San 
Ysidro was built and a second port of entry in Otay has been promoted to the 
cross-border level. In addition, various international events have taken place, 
such as Tijuana Innovadora, with the purpose of promoting alliances that 
would benefit residents of both sides of the border. Additionally, as men-
tioned above, an enclosed pedestrian bridge that connects passengers cross-
ing the border from the Tijuana Airport to Otay Mesa in San Diego was built 
in 2015 (Cross Border Express), thus encouraging the use of airline services 
for both Tijuana and San Diego.  

In terms of legislative achievements, a Senate Bill Initiative was spon-
sored by local actors, with the goal of obtaining funds for border infrastruc-
ture to support businesses located in the area. Also, various agreements have 
been signed in order to encourage collaboration among the regional Cham-
bers of Commerce. A central aspect of cross border management is related to 
bi-national cooperation for the development of infrastructure. Joint lobbying 
both in San Diego and Tijuana and at the federal level have been undertaken 
by American, Mexican and bi-national organizations in order to establish and 
operate a railroad that could cross between San Diego and Tijuana (Economic 
Development Council of Tijuana and Chamber of Commerce of San Diego).  
 
6.6. NAFTA, economic crises and peripherality:  
external shocks with mixed effects on the field 
 
As mentioned previously, geographical proximity has allowed closer eco-
nomic relations at the border between the USA and Mexico. With the estab-
lishment of NAFTA in 1994, the synchronization of business cycles between 
the countries at the regional level greatly intensified. Both FDI and trade have 
been given an important boost by NAFTA that has deepened the already ex-
isting economic ties between San Diego and Tijuana. This agreement has be-
come an important external shock to the region that has stabilized the cross-
border governance field, in particular in the economic area.  

For actors supporting business and economic activities that span the bor-
der, NAFTA has encouraged cross-border trade in the region, especially for 
companies that have operations on both sides of the border. According to one 
official organization, “when NAFTA was signed, the border industries were 
primarily maquiladoras; however, over time, some of them have been trans-
formed into second and third generation manufacturing plants.”  
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However, the Environmental Health Coalition considered that the parallel 
agreements and the Committee on the Cooperation of North America that 
were created to counteract the harmful effects of NAFTA on communities and 
the environment have not functioned properly. These agreements and com-
missions have insufficient resources, and their recommendations have not 
had much response from the federal government. According to this chal-
lenger actor:  

 
During the NAFTA negotiations, the labor and environmentalist organi-
zations started to protest, and as a consequence, parallel agreements 
were created (...); the problem is that they do not have resources to ad-
dress the problems derived from NAFTA and they do not have authority 
to enforce the fulfillment of the agreements.  

 
In addition, the business synchronization of the US and Mexican economies 
implies that economic recessions in the USA can have important negative 
effects on the regional economic dynamics, such as FDI, export manufactur-
ing industries and trade. For example, the downturn of the US economy in 
2008–2009 severely reduced the economic activity in the border region and 
slowed down the consolidation of the cross-border governance SAF, focused 
on economic issues.  

Within this context, actors pointed out that additional obstacles for the 
field have been the lack of monitoring agreements, projects and programs 
due to changing local and federal governments. The negotiations that impact 
the border are made in Washington and Mexico City, but there is a lack of 
knowledge on the part of government agencies about local border issues and 
problems. Local actors do not have decision-making power because the bor-
der is a federal domain, closely linked to the issue of national security in the 
United States, where local actors have no great influence.  

Other important issues mentioned by the actors stem from the socio-eco-
nomic inequality in the border area, such as the perception of violence on the 
Mexican side of the border, the “warnings” to caution the American people 
not to travel to Baja California, the long daily border crossing delays that 
increases costs within the local economy, the different languages and the 
lack of knowledge about cultural practices on both sides of the border.  

Within the challengers, seven actors that are focused on supporting mi-
grants arriving in Tijuana were interviewed. Four are from Mexico and three 
are binational. The Mexican organizations are Consejo Estatal de Atencion al 
Migrante (State council of Migrant Attention), Consulate General of México in 
San Diego, Veteranos Deportados (Deported Veterans), and Mexican Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. The binational organizations are: Angeles de la Frontera 
(Border Angels), Coalicion Humanitaria Pro-Migrante (Pro-migrant Humani-
tarian Coalition) and Binational Front of Indigenous Organizations. The main 
objectives of these organizations are to develop programs to help deported 
migrants to get back to their place of origin, to provide temporary accommo-
dation for those who choose to remain in the city, and to establish screening 
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programs and channeling of migrants with criminal and/or health problems 
such as mental illness and addictions. In general, the organizations inter-
viewed consider that the US economic system is using Mexican migrants as 
cheap labor and they are suffering mistreatment both while they are working 
in the USA and when they are deported to Mexico. The actors considered that 
the lack of resources has limited the support for migrants and the capacity of 
coordination. They also pointed out “the adverse environment generated by 
the negative attitude of the Border Patrol.”  
 
 
7. Conclusions 
 
The trend towards economic integration between the US and Mexico has af-
fected the economic and social relations in the border region. Given the size 
of the economy of California and its increasing economic interaction with 
Baja California, the San Diego– Tijuana border has become one of the most 
important regions with cross-border economic relations.  

The main achievements of cross-border governance have taken place at 
the border level. The incumbents tend to be economic organizations trying 
to promote business on both sides of the border, and they are structured as a 
strategic action field focusing on cross-border economic activity. Challengers 
are represented by organizations looking to encourage educational, cultural 
and ecological cooperation. They could be considered actors interacting in 
an emerging field. Both incumbents and challengers have yet to develop 
more extensive networks in order to have greater influence in the region.  

Cross-border governance in this region has been predominantly con-
trolled by federal and state governments on both sides of the border. As a 
result, both challenger and incumbent actors consider that the further devel-
opment of cross-border cooperation and governance is fragile, and depends 
on institutions beyond local power dynamics.  

Additionally, the responses of organizations interviewed showed im-
portant differences in managerial capacities, local influences and financial 
resources. The organizations promoting businesses or infrastructure pro-
grams on both sides of the border have, in general, more resources and man-
agerial structure to organize binational projects, while the actors defined as 
challengers have fewer managerial skills and lack a regular flow of financial 
resources.  

Both types of actors considered that the border is a region with specific 
features that is negatively affected by the policies of national governments 
that prioritize security. However, challengers also see the region as a con-
trasting region with important income and cultural differences. Within this 
context, for incumbent organizations, NAFTA has encouraged the economic 
integration of the region; but for the challengers, the agreement has had 
harmful effects at the environmental level. The stability of cross-border gov-
ernance SAFs in the border region will depend on external shocks, for in-
stance the renegotiation of NAFTA, as well as their capacity to respond to 
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them and to deal with their stated objectives.  
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