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Jeremy Hunt: 

Good morning, and welcome to Hudson Institute here in Washington, DC. We are a research 
organization promoting American leadership for a secure, free, and prosperous future. My name 
is Jeremy Hunt and I'm a media fellow here, and today we'll be discussing restoring the rule of 
law at the southern border. And I am thrilled to have with us the former attorney general, Bill 
Barr, here with us. Open border policies have invited a once in a generation humanitarian crisis 
at our southern border. Monthly encounters between US border patrol agents and migrants 
attempting to cross are at record highs. Even when you look at the numbers of transnational 
drug cartels continuing to bring illicit drugs, like fentanyl, from Mexico to the United States, it's 
exacerbating the American opioid epidemic. What can and should policy makers do to, in the 
humanitarian crisis, stop the flow of drugs and restore the rule of law at our southern border? 

Those are the questions we're going to be exploring today. Thank you for being here with us, 
sir. 

Bill Barr: 

Thank you. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

The honorable William Barr. As a Hudson distinguished fellow, he received his AB from 
Columbia University, as well as his master's degree in government and Chinese studies. And 
after serving in the Central Intelligence Agency, he received his JD with highest honors from 
George Washington University Law School in 1977. He, then, served as a law clerk on the US 
Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit, and went on to work in the White House 
under President Ronald Reagan from 1982 to 1983 on the domestic policy staff. Then, under 
President George H.W. Bush, Mr. Barr served as deputy attorney general from '90 to '91, the 
assistant attorney general of the Office of Legal Counsel from '89 to '90. 

Then in 1991, Mr. Barr began his service as the seventy-seventh attorney general of the United 
States and served until 1993. As attorney general, Mr. Barr helped create programs and 
strategies to reduce violent crime and responsible for establishing new enforcement policies in a 
variety of areas. 25 years later, in 2019, he returned to the Department of Justice once again to 
serve as the eighty-fifth attorney general of the United States. Mr. Barr is one of only two in US 
history to serve twice as attorney general. So, it's just a privilege to have you here with us today, 
sir. 

Bill Barr: 

Thank you. It's great to be here. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

So, the US Mexico border has been a major issue, political issue, for many years. I mean, 
certainly most of my lifetime. In your opinion, what makes the crisis today so uniquely 
dangerous? 

Bill Barr: 
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Well, it comes at a time where the cartels are at the apogee of their strength, or I hope it's the 
apogee of their strength, in Mexico. They really can act with impunity these days down in 
Mexico. And also, all the drugs that are coming into the United States, Mexico is the source. 
The cartels are the source of all the drugs. When I was attorney general the first time, a lot was 
coming from Asia, directly from Colombia, and so forth. Mexico was mainly marijuana. Now, it's 
everything, including deadly fentanyl. And the other thing is that it comes in at a time where 
there's a lot of impetus for mass immigration. It's mainly economic refugees, or they're leaving 
their countries because of economics, not because of actual persecution. And we are seeing a 
breakdown of our ability to hold the border, which means we have a lot of people illegally 
crossing and staying in the United States. But also, the cartels have free access into the United 
States and we're unable to interdict the drugs. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Yeah. And can you walk us through, with some of the previous administrations, previous 
presidents have dealt with this issue. How has the approaches in the past differed from what's 
happening today? And then, how have you seen different presidents handle this crisis? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, I think President Trump was actually right about the wall. We, actually, under the first 
President Bush, did studies and felt that if we could create barriers that would substantially 
reduce the flow of illegal aliens and help us police the border and interdict more drugs, and we 
started to deploy that. I think Trump, after four years of fighting, was able, essentially, to shut 
down the border. We had more control over the border at the end of his administration than had 
existed in decades. And that was because of his tenacity and because of what we call the Wait 
in Mexico program. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

The fundamental problem today on the immigration side is the abuse of the asylum system and 
the idea that if someone comes into the United States, you have to give them a hearing as to 
whether they're entitled to asylum. And what happened was they came in, they all claimed 
asylum, they're all told what to say, and then we don't have capacity to have the hearings right 
away. So, they're released into the United States with dates that come back for the hearing. 
They don't appear. So, that's what's happening. That's the main driver of illegal immigration. 
What Trump did was say, you have to wait in Mexico- 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

...and make your asylum claim. And that was very effective, and it was upheld by the courts. 
And what happened was Biden came in and gratuitously suspended that. And it was a self-
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inflicted wound once again. And you see the people who come up said, "Thank Biden for 
opening up the borders." 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

They know what happened. He's inviting all these people. Now, people from all over the world 
are coming into Mexico and crossing over into the United States. So, it's completely 
uncontrolled. At the same time, the AMLO government in Mexico, when he came into power, he 
said he wasn't going to fight the cartels. He was going to do hugs and not bullets. And his 
default position is really just to let the cartels do their stuff, and hope that they will cut down on 
killing Mexicans. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

But they don't really take action to help us stop the drug flow up north. He has to be pushed to 
do do anything against the cartels, and the Biden administration has not been pushing him. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. I wanted to go back to one thing you mentioned about the current policy where you have 
so many folks coming over, migrants coming over, the border, claiming asylum, and then being 
released into our country until then. One thing that contributes to that problem is just how 
backed up the courts are, the judges. It takes a long time to see an immigration judge in a lot of 
cases. Do you think we should be adding judges and bringing in more? Or how do we deal with 
the judicial issue there? 

Bill Barr: 

So, I don't think the judicial issue is the real problem. We added judges all the way through the 
Trump administration, and we're doing a very quick round of cases. But the problem is only a 
small fraction of these people have any legitimate claim to asylum, 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

And the whole game is to get into the US and disappear, and then they don't come back for the 
hearing. 
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Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

So, what you need is more summary hearings along the border, and we put that in place under 
Trump to send people back. But again, the main thing that stopped it was the Remain in Mexico 
policy, which the Mexican government had agreed to. But now the Biden administration isn't 
pushing them to agree to that, and as I said, discontinued that policy. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. And so, you would say the Remain New Mexico policy worked, and you also mentioned 
the border wall, having some type of barrier, is important, too. How has that changed in the 
Biden administration? What does that look like to actually have a strong actual wall to make 
sure that our border is secure? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, right now, most of the manpower of the border patrol is now dedicated to processing illegal 
aliens that come into the United States and reappear for a court date. They're not out there 
actually enforcing and stopping people from coming across. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

And when they do come across, as I say, not enough of them are sent right back summarily. So, 
it's a complete breakdown of policing along the border. And the cartels control the border. There 
are a whole range of cartels along the border, each with their own territory, and they actually 
control the crossing. They have more control over it than the United States. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Wow. Wow. I've heard you say in previous interviews, cartels are these states within states. 
They, basically, have their own system of government. We're not going to be able to go out to 
them in the same way that we did the mafia, for example, where you can prosecute them. In this 
case, you almost have to fight them as if they are a terrorist organization. 

Bill Barr: 

Right. 

Jeremy Hunt: 
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How does that change our strategy? How do we partner with the Mexican government to 
actually start to stop the supply of the drugs and the cartels coming across the border? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, first, you're right. I say in my book that we have to stop thinking of this as a law 
enforcement problem and think of it more as akin to ISIS, a completely illegal organization that 
does use terrorism. These are paramilitary organizations. They terrorize the Mexicans, they kill 
the police, assassinate the police, they have billions of dollars at their disposal to corrupt the 
government, and I don't think the Mexicans by themselves can get rid of these groups. And so, I 
think we have to look at it as a national security issue. They're pumping poison up into the 
United States. It's murdering people, it's murder. It's like playing Russian roulette with people's 
lives here. And I don't see anything that's going to curb this until we actually take down the 
cartels. So, number one, I think we have to look at it more as national security. 

Number two, the Mexicans have to see that they don't have the capacity to deal with it. Their 
law enforcement system is broken. It has been broken across the board. Only about 5% of 
crimes are solved down there in good times. So, they're ineffective. Their military has not proven 
effective. The cartels are getting stronger and stronger. So, I think it's going to take direct 
American action, hopefully and jointly, with the Mexicans, and they're going to have to come to 
that conclusion. But I think we have to make it extremely clear. We cannot accept the status 
quo. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

The status quo is that we have these states within states, criminal organizations that is engaged 
in poisoning the United States. They are paramilitary, they control their territory, they've cowed 
the Mexican government. We can't accept that as the status quo. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. I know you have a history of battling these transnational drug organizations, cartels, in the 
previous administrations, even going back to the nineties under President George H W Bush's 
administration. What were some of the strategies that you employed then? And would any of 
those work today? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, one of the things was that the drug war has always been out of sync. I've said all along, 
we have to attack the supply side as well as demand. Addressing demand is not going to solve 
the drug problem. You also need an aggressive attack on supply. And that attack has to be 
outside the United States, not just locking up local distributors in the United States. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 
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Bill Barr: 

We're going after the head of the snake. Things have been out of sequence because we need 
the cooperation and help of the local governments down there. And whenever they're interested 
in cracking down, we have an administration here who isn't. And whenever we are interested in 
cracking down, we have administrations in the foreign countries that aren't. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Yeah. 

Bill Barr: 

Colombia was a success story and came very close to solving the whole issue because we had 
governments down there that were working hand in glove with us, and we very aggressively 
went after the cartels down in Colombia. And we pulled up short, unfortunately, because of a 
change in administration up here, but we came very close to completely driving them out of 
Colombia. So, that's one of the problems. We need to work with those host countries. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. Right. And when we're working with them, what does that look like? Are we sending 
financial resources? Are we sending to battle them, or are we sending our own, I mean, type of 
police force? What does that look like when we're actually partnering with them to battle these 
cartels before they get to the United States? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, it looks more and more like military assistance because the cartels are becoming more 
military in nature. So, one of the key things is to have what are, generally, called vetted units of 
local national law enforcement and military personnel who we vet and are constantly 
polygraphed and checked out under, essentially, American officers and part of Joint Operations. 
And so, having these vetted units is really critically important. And then, having the intelligence 
to guide their activities. The fundamental problem is that the billions of dollars that these 
organizations have corrupts most of the government's debt over time. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

And therefore there are people in those governments who will share that intelligence that we 
have with the cartels, and they'll sabotage our efforts. So, unless we can deal with that 
corruption through isolating the units and the activities and the planning and the intelligence 
that's used to go after the cartels, we're not going to be able to succeed. 

Jeremy Hunt: 
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So, as we're talking about the cartels, obviously, the primary drug that bringing across the 
border is fentanyl. In years past, it was cocaine or other drugs. Fentanyl, in particular, seems to 
be quite insidious because, in some cases, it looks like candy, and it's just so readily accessible. 
I mean, it's getting all throughout the United States quickly. How does it differ from our battle 
with other drugs in the past? And how is the nature of the fight on this particular drug different? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, fentanyl is akin to poison because it only takes two milligrams to kill somebody. It's a tiny, 
tiny amount. And the other thing is that, as you say, and this is quite insidious and really 
abhorrent, that they are making the fentanyl pills like rainbow colors to make it attractive to 
younger people. And those are fatal doses. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Yeah. 

Bill Barr: 

And the other thing is that they're mixing it capriciously with all these other drugs. It's in 
marijuana now. It's in cocaine. It's in meth. And so, people don't know what they're taking. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

And it's like playing Russian roulette. And I'm stunned at the fact that the United States isn't 
getting more exercise in doing more about this. I mean, the drug overdoses are now going over 
a hundred thousand a year. That's the casualty rate during World War II, a major World war. We 
were losing about a hundred thousand people a year. And now, we just sit back and let a 
hundred thousand people OD on this stuff every year. And we seem to tolerate the fact that 
these groups are making it more attractive for children. The people who are dying are younger 
and younger. It's intolerable. And yet, there doesn't seem to be any outrage over this or any 
decisive action taken. Well, wow. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

I want to talk, too, a little bit about just tracking the chain of custody. Because it seems that a lot 
of the materials used to manufacture the fentanyl is coming from China, manufactured in 
Mexico, and then brought across our border. So, what is China's strategic play in all of this? 
Can you help us understand what's going on to that? 

Bill Barr: 

Yeah, it's hard to psych out exactly where they're coming from on this. They were willing, 
initially, to crack down on the sending of fentanyl directly from China into the United States, and 
they did more policing on that. They also scheduled, that is, they designated it an illegal 
narcotic. A broad variety of chemicals that constitute fentanyl, whereas the United States 
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Congress was slow in doing that because all they do is change one molecule in fentanyl, and 
they claim it's not a scheduled drug. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Wow. 

Bill Barr: 

And so, the Chinese have take reacted to some extent. But the real problem now with China is 
all the precursor chemicals are coming. Not all of them, but most of them come from China. 
They're also starting to come from India. And these are the chemicals that you use to make 
fentanyl. And it comes in bulk, and it's not, per se, illegal for these chemicals to be shipped. And 
I don't think the Chinese are doing all they can to work with us to track that and make sure it's 
not diverted into illegal drugs like fentanyl. And- 

Jeremy Hunt: 

I'm sure they're happy about having a hundred thousand Americans die every year from opioid 
abuse. 

Bill Barr: 

So, my view is they're probably of the mind that this isn't their problem. I pointed out in my book, 
and other people have said, this is sort of the opium war in reverse. In the 1840s, the British 
took opium from India and forced it into China and created a market in China, and demand 
increased in China for opium. And this is in reverse, where fentanyl is getting pushed into the 
United States. So, it's a problem for us, and their incentive to do much about it is pretty low. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. Right. I want to talk, too, about another aspect to this border disaster is that there's also a 
humanitarian issue there, too. I mean, we're seeing a lot of unaccompanied minors coming 
across the borders, being targeted, and sex trafficking, and all sorts of horrible things. How do 
we deal with that particular aspect? And is that a new issue with the border, or has this been an 
ongoing thing? 

Bill Barr: 

It's an increasing issue, and we deal with it by stopping this idea that anyone from around the 
world who wants to come into the United States can just come into Mexico and walk across and 
that's it. That's like a suction that's pulling people into this process, the idea that they're going to 
be able to get into the United States. The way to stop it, once we announced Stay in Mexico and 
people knew that they couldn't just come into the United States, it disappeared overnight. The 
traffic from Central America disappeared. So, it's people saying, "Okay, I can get in. I'm going to 
go up." Now, that's drawing people into this process, and it's run by the cartels. They make a 
tremendous amount of money out of it. And it's what leads to the human trafficking. Now, people 
like Biden and his administration think they're being humane. 
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They're not. It's destroying people's lives. Examples of this are the gangs like the MS-13 and the 
18th Street gang from Central America. Their people are coming up, and then when we release 
juveniles into the United States, we release them to their uncles or their aunts in some city. 
Question whether these people are actually related. But even if they are, what happens to these 
kids is they become the recruitment pool for the gangs, places like Manassas, Virginia, or Long 
Island. And the girls, the young girls, get used as prostitutes, which is one of the ways these 
gangs make their money. So, that's a direct connection with human trafficking. And we're not 
being humane by taking these young people and, instead of setting them back and repatriating 
to their country, bringing them up here without any supervision. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Exactly. Yeah. I want to talk a little bit about Title 42. We know that, in the Trump administration, 
that was one way to stem the flow of a lot of the illegal immigration across the border. What do 
you think is the future? We've seen Biden flip flop on this a little bit. He started off when he's 
campaigning saying we're going to end this, but now he seems to be warming up to it. So, what 
are your thoughts on that particular tool to battle? 

Bill Barr: 

I mean, I'm mystified as to where they're going to come out on that. It was a good tool because 
it allowed us to act more quickly and send people back more quickly. And I hope they don't do 
away with it. But the president has, under the Immigration and Naturalization Act, very broad 
discretionary powers to put limits on people coming into the United States. That was, for 
example, the power used with the travel ban that was upheld by the Supreme Court that 
required extra screening of people who came from certain countries where the terrorists really 
controlled. So, the president has a lot of power to use that could help stem the tide over and 
above Title 42. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Interesting. And talking about some of the other tools, so we talked about the border wall as one 
way to do it, Remain in Mexico policy. Are there any other tools out there that you've seen in the 
past that have worked outside of those that we've mentioned already? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, I mean, Trump used trade sanctions to force the Mexicans to do things. He would just 
threaten putting sanctions on trade tariffs, and the Mexicans quickly fell into line. So, there's 
some other tools that can be used to force the Mexicans to be more aggressive. I think there's 
some proposals on Capitol Hill that I think deserve serious consideration, which is to authorize 
the use of military force against the cartels and start laying the groundwork for a more 
aggressive attack on them. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

That makes sense. We've seen on the news some of these states have now started bussing 
migrants to other parts of the country. And we've seen Texas and other places going into places 
like New York and even here in DC. What do you make of that? Have you ever seen something 
like that before? And what is your take on that? 
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Bill Barr: 

Well, I mean, I think my understanding is that these are voluntary movements by these people. 
And a lot of the places they're being sent are sanctuaries who declared themselves sanctuaries 
for illegal aliens and give robust benefits to them. So, I think it makes all the sense in the world 
for the governors on the states along the border that are being overwhelmed to try to relieve the 
pressure by sending them to these hospitable jurisdictions. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right, absolutely. So, we've focused a lot on the executive branch. Let's talk a little bit about the 
judiciary. I want to talk about Congress now. Just recently, Congress has been holding a 
hearing talking about this issue. Do you think the new Congress, with the Republican majority in 
the house, they're actually going to be able to get anything done on this issue? 

Bill Barr: 

No. I think in order to do something on this issue, there's going to have to be a more definitive 
election victory with a Republican president, probably, who has sufficient support in Congress to 
get something done. And I think part of the problem now is I think one of the reasons people on 
the far left like all these people pouring in and the number of illegal aliens in the United States 
growing is because it almost presents a poison pill to trying to get any kind of immigration deal. 
Because they're going to want to, "Okay, well then in order to do anything, you have to give 
amnesty to these tens of millions of people that have accumulated." And I think that that's 
creating a problem. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

I mean, we talk about immigration reform, and that's part of it. Anything we do with the border, 
we're putting a bandaid on it because we have to have some comprehensive reform to make 
sure we have a system that works. Are there any reforms, in particular, that you agree with? Or 
how should Congress be looking at this issue in particular? 

Bill Barr: 

Number one, the obvious thing is to finish building the wall. I think number two would be to use 
presidential authority to curtail people coming up into the United States that claim asylum, and 
part of that is the Remain in Mexico policy. There are also rules that can be adopted that make it 
clear that if you're a refugee claiming you've been persecuted, that doesn't give you a see the 
world card where you go, you decide where in the world you want to end up. The whole idea 
behind that was get into a safe place. Cross the border and get into a safe place immediately. It 
doesn't allow you to say, "Oh, well I think I'd rather live in this part of the world than that part of 
the world." 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 
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It's just get out of harm's way. And once they get into Mexico, these people who claim they're 
being persecuted are no longer subject to persecutions. They don't have the right to come into 
the United States. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. Right. And for those that are already here, how do we deal with just the flood of illegal 
immigrants that are now in our country? We've lost custody of them. How do we deal with that 
issue now with so many people here at this point? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, I think, from an enforcement standpoint, the next administration that actually wants to 
enforce the law, is going to have to gradually start working through that backlog and making 
decisions about who should be allowed to stay and who should be sent back. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

That makes sense. Another part of this I want to talk to. So, you served on many presidential 
administrations. We've seen a lot of House Republicans are targeting the Department of 
Homeland Security Secretary Mayorkas. How much of this falls at his feet versus the president 
just not leading on this issue versus how much authority does the homeland security secretary 
have to actually deal with it? Where do you see, in terms of blame, who should being stepping 
up here? 

Bill Barr: 

So, this reminds me of the 17th century in England where you never criticized the king. If you 
had problems with what the king was doing, you'd criticize one of the king's aids. You'd attack 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer or something like that rather than the king. And that's 
essentially what's happening here. To me, the cabinet secretary is carrying out administration 
policy, and the problem is at the President's feet. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. Yeah. We've heard some House Republicans saying, "We're willing to shut down the 
government to make sure we can actually get something done on this." How do you feel about 
those types of moves to say, "Look, we are not going to do anything until we deal with this 
particular issue." Does that work? How do you view those types of approaches? 

Bill Barr: 

I'm not going to suggest legislative strategy at this point. I leave it up to the folks up there. They 
understand that arena much better than I do. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Makes sense. Yeah, absolutely. Well, we're definitely looking forward to seeing more of the 
hearings and getting accountability of the issue and hear more of the stories from the border 
patrol agents about what's going on. We've also seen some folks have recommended, "What if 
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we send in the National Guard to come and actually start doing more security along the 
border?" Was that done during the Trump administration? How was the National Guard used? 
How do you see that as part of getting control of the border? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, it depends. If the National Guard is used by the states, then it's a state action, and the 
administration would argue that the state is then interfering with national policy. So, there would 
be a battle about that. If the National Guard is used by the Feds, then it's use of Federal force, 
and that issue doesn't emerge. And periodically, we've used National Guard, we've circulated 
them down there for training and so forth, to stiffen the policing of the border. So, I think that's a 
good measure to take when we need those kinds of resources. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Absolutely. For folks at home that are looking at this issue, I mean, we've heard a lot about 
different strategies to deal with the border. For folks at home, what do you recommend as we 
close out here. What should we be asking our members of Congress, asking our leaders, policy 
makers, what are the key questions we ask them to make sure we get accountability for the 
American people? 

Bill Barr: 

Well, accountability mainly comes through elections. And part of what's happening here is that 
the media, the so-called mainstream media, has not really been covering what's happening on 
the border or its ramifications. They've shown no curiosity about it. The extent to which the 
cartels are benefiting, the extent of the drug problem and its costs to the United States, the 
human trafficking element in it. And for much of the nation, except the nations that are on the 
front line, parts of the country that are on the front line, a lot of people don't understand really 
what's going on. And so, I think getting the story out and pushing the media to provide better 
coverage of it and to dig into some of these issues is important. The bottom line is this. More 
than half the world, I mean, when I first looked at this 30, 40 years ago, it was more like 80% of 
the world. But probably half the world lives under the American poverty level where they would 
benefit, even at the lowest rung of the United States, coming here. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 

Those are billions of people in the world. We cannot allow all those people to flood into the 
United States, which means there has to be a rationing process to decide who comes. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. 

Bill Barr: 
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And it's obvious, and we need to enforce it. And if we don't enforce it, then we have this 
complete pandemonium with people coming into Mexico from over a hundred countries to come 
up into the United States. There's no control over it. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

Right. Well- 

Bill Barr: 

Yeah. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

I just appreciate you giving us so much of your time and sharing your thoughts on this. And for 
those who are watching at home, please just stay up to date with us. You can join more events 
like this at hudson.org. And we just want to thank you again, Mr. Barr, for your service- 

Bill Barr: 

Thanks, Jeremy. 

Jeremy Hunt: 

...and leadership to our country. 

Bill Barr: 

Thank you very much. 

 


