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Preface 

The international border between Mexico and United States; between Tijuana and San Diego is an 

economic engine.  It is a gateway for commerce.  Companies locating on both sides of the border 

exchange employees between San Diego and Tijuana.   Tourists visit San Diego and Tijuana to enjoy both 

countries and during their stay spend money in both countries.  Local consumers shop on both sides of 

the border buying daily needs in both San Diego and Tijuana.   

The San Ysidro Port of Entry (SYPOE) is the busiest Port of Entry in the world.  With over 50,000 people 

walking or driving across the border daily it is the gateway for commerce, business, tourism, family 

visits, employment, education and more.  This vital link serves as the front door for two neighboring 

countries, the United States and Mexico.    

In January 2006 the San Diego Association of Governments (SANDAG) released a study entitled 

“Economic Impacts of Wait Times at the San Diego-Baja California Border.”  In this study SANDAG 

indicates that “…traffic congestion and delays cost the US and Mexican economies an estimated $6 

billion in gross output in 2005.”   It is because of the economic losses due either directly or indirectly to 

border wait times and the economic nexus that exists between these two countries that South County 

Economic Development Council (SCEDC) undertook the effort of obtaining input from pedestrian 

crossers at the San Ysidro Port of Entry.  

In May 2010, Customs and Border Protection Commissioner Alan Bersin challenged stakeholders and 

Customs and Border Protection (CBP) employees to increase pedestrian Secure Electronic Network for 

Travelers Rapid Inspection (SENTRI) participation by 70% suggesting this would dramatically reduce wait 

times. SCEDC, supportive of actions to reduce pedestrian crossing wait times, pursued this survey as a 

tool to also find ways to increase SENTRI participation as a means of reducing border wait times and 

consequently reducing economic losses due to delays at the border.   

The purpose of this report is not to debate the need for a border or the need for increased or reduced 

security measures.   Rather, this report is intended to convey the survey findings. Such survey was 

conducted to increase the understanding of the purpose people cross at the SYPOE, solicit input on its 

functionality of the border crossing and communicate ways to reduce wait times as it relates to 

pedestrian crossers at the San Ysidro Port of Entry. 

 

 

 

 



3 

    Report prepared by South County Economic Development Council   

Introduction 

SCEDC set out to interview 1,000 pedestrian border crossers during July 2010 in an effort to understand 

the reasons people cross from Mexico into the United States, quantify their wait time, determine the 

impact of SENTRI, and determine the potential to increase SENTRI enrollment. 

Understanding why border crossers have not enrolled in the SENTRI program, reasons for crossing and 

quantifying the wait time will help focus efforts toward successful marketing of this program, determine 

needed infrastructure improvements and recommend and facilitate procedural improvements all 

directed toward reducing border wait time.  Border wait times have a direct impact on the local 

economies by affecting employee attendance and tardiness as well as levels of consumer and tourist 

spending. 

Location and Time 

The survey was conducted at the SYPOE in San Diego, California. Surveyors were located outside the 

SYPOE facility on the United States side, adjacent to the San Ysidro Trolley Station. CBP allowed SCEDC 

unprecedented access to the port’s facility providing an opportunity to survey all pedestrian crossers. 

The survey was conducted during the week of July 13 through 19, 2010 from 6:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. 

 

Survey Respondents Demographics 

Survey respondents were randomly selected as they exited the SYPOE into the United States.  Surveyors 

conducted face-to-face interviews in English and Spanish asking respondents pre-established open-

ended questions.  Surveyors received training on how to mark the most appropriate option on the 

survey and to document all unforeseen answers not fitting an option. To reduce the potential for 

perceived intimidation to affect participation, questions regarding citizenship were optional and asked 

last. 

In total, 1,175 surveys were collected from pedestrian border crossers entering the U.S. There was a 

relatively equal gender distribution with female respondents 

completing 52% of the surveys and males completing 48%.  

Respondents were classified into four age groups 0-18, 19-

30, 31-50 and Over 50. Over 60% of respondents fell within 

the workforce age group 19-50 years of age.  
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Please note that there is a potentially significant percentage of the 

“Over 50” category that may also be in the workforce. Both age and 

gender data was collected by visual observation and respondents 

were not asked their age or sex directly. 

 

Pedestrian border crossers were asked about 

their citizenship. 54% of respondents 

identified themselves as Mexican citizens, 

30% indicated U.S. citizenship, 14% indicated 

being Green Card Holders, 1% indicated 

“Other” which consisted of European 

respondents, and 1% indicated they 

possessed Dual Citizenship with most 

respondents indicating they were both U.S. 

and Mexican citizens. Only a couple of 

respondents indicated holding both U.S. citizenship and citizenship from a South American country.  

 

Crossing the Border 

FREQUENCY OF CROSSING 

When asked how frequently respondents crossed from Mexico into the United States, 33% of the 

respondents said they crossed the border at least several times a week.  24% answered they cross the 

border every day.  17% indicated crossing once a week, 15% once a month, 6% cross a couple of times a 

year, 3% cross once a year, and 2% indicated crossing almost never.   
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REASON FOR CROSSING 

The number one response respondents gave for crossing the border was shopping with 31% citing this 

as their primary reason. Over 75% of those who indicated they crossed the border into the United States 

for shopping indicated being Mexican citizens. The second reason for pedestrian border-crossing was to 

visit friends and/or family at 24%. 23% of survey respondents indicated crossing for business/work. 8% 

of respondents indicated they were crossing to go to school. 6% of respondents crossed for tourism. 5% 

of respondents crossed for medical services, and 3% mentioned other responses. Of the “other 

responses” the most predominant reason they were returning home to the U.S. after having been in 

Mexico was for personal reasons and they declined to further describe their response.  

 

 

It should be noted that the survey was conducted during summer season between the hours of 6:00 

a.m. and 6:00 p.m. Consequently, the results may not be proportionally representative of responses 

indicating crossing to attend school. In addition, the hours in which these surveys were conducted were 

conducive to extracting information from crossers going to work, to shop or to visit friends/family.  
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SENTRI 
 

SENTRI ENROLLMENT 

Of the 1,175 respondents, only 5% of respondents indicated being SENTRI cardholders. 

1,094 respondents indicated they are not enrolled in SENTRI. 

 

 

REASON NOT ENROLLED IN SENTRI 

When asked why pedestrian border crossers were not enrolled in the SENTRI program, the majority of 

respondents indicated not finding enough value to outweigh the cost or effort to apply. 

22% indicated a SENTRI card would not save time. A common misperception reported by respondents 

was that SENTRI cardholders had to wait in the same line in order to advance to the SENTRI checkpoint. 

Also, a few respondents also indicated not crossing the border enough to warrant having a SENTRI card. 

20% said they don’t know how to obtain a SENTRI card indicating that they were not aware of how to, or 

where to, apply for a SENTRI card. These respondents indicated not knowing about the online system or 

where to go for information on how to obtain a SENTRI card. 

15% have never thought about it or simply did not know about the SENTRI program. These respondents 

have never considered getting a SENTRI card.  

14% did not know if they were eligible for the SENTRI program.  Respondents indicated they did not 

know the criteria to qualify for the program. 

12% said they cannot afford the card and often expressed the popular belief that the card is far more 

expensive than it actually is. Numerous respondents commented that the initial fee needs to be paid 

every single year and they believe the price ranges from $180-$300 per year. According to the official 

SENTRI website (http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/trusted_traveler/sentri/faqs/sentri_faqs2.xml), as 

of 6/14/2010, the actual total cost is $122.25 per person and is valid for 5 years. 

http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/trusted_traveler/sentri/faqs/sentri_faqs2.xml
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9% mentioned other responses such as: too much paperwork, ignorance about the effectiveness of the 

card, no time to apply, fear of having legal status revoked for failure to maintain U.S. residence, and the 

strictness of the requirements.  

4% know they do not meet all the requirements. These respondents are people who have actually tried 

to enroll in SENTRI and have been denied or include people who acknowledged themselves having a 

criminal record and therefore are certain would not qualify. 

4% of respondents did not want to respond.  

SENTRI is the Secure Electronic Network for Travelers Rapid Inspection and is one of many Customs and 

Border Protection trusted traveler programs. CBP’s Trusted Traveler Programs provide expedited travel 

for pre-approved, low risk frequent border crossers through dedicated lanes and kiosks. Specifically, 

SENTRI allows members access to dedicated lanes in order to expedite crossing between the U.S. and 

Mexico only. The application process is open to U.S Citizens and none U.S. Citizen capable of providing 

original documentation of evidence of immigration admissibility to the U.S. 

http://www.cbp.gov/xp/cgov/travel/trusted_traveler/sentri/sentri.xml 

 

RespondentǎΩ Recommendations for Border Efficiency 
  

Respondents provided the following recommendations when asked for one change they considered 

necessary to reduce pedestrian wait times: 

42% indicated a need to 

increase the number of open 

lanes. Respondents indicated 

that at certain peak times 

during the day there is only a 

limited number of lanes open.  

25% mentioned the need for 

faster inspection by CBP 

agents.  Respondents said 

that CBP agents take too long 

when inspecting documents, 

asked too many questions, 

and socialized with other 

agents while on duty.  

11% said completion of the border expansion projects would reduce wait times. Respondents expressed 

a need to finish currently on-going projects to effectively process pedestrian crossers. 
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9% indicated a need to develop new infrastructure. Respondents mentioned the need to start projects 

such as new ports of entry in San Ysidro and Otay Mesa, etc. 

Note: Respondents may not be aware of proposed infrastructure. Answers to this question may overlap 

with the answers provided above regarding the need to complete the infrastructure.  

4% of crossers believed improved technologies would lead to faster lines and inspection. Respondents 

mentioned technology such as “smart cards with chips”, more scanners and biometric technologies 

could be used to inspect crossers. 

4% expressed the need for an increase in SENTRI enrollment. Respondents said more people should 

enroll in SENTRI in order to avoid long lines. 

2% mentioned other responses.  Most notably, respondents answered the reduction of “cutters” 

(people who cut in line without waiting). Respondents indicated this is a major problem on the Mexican 

side of the border making the problem of long wait times disproportionately longer for people waiting 

their turn and beginning the process by standing at the end of the line.  

2% of people refused to respond to this question. 

1% of respondents did not provide a suggestion to reduce wait times. 

 

 

Findings 

The following findings are based on the data and comments documented in the 1,175 pedestrian 

surveys collected: 

1. Typically, Mexican citizens do not know about the SENTRI program or did not know specific 

ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ qualifications, application process, price, or advantages of being a 

cardholder. 

The data showed that most Mexican citizens crossing from Mexico into the United States have 

very limited information about SENTRI and do not know how to obtain more information. They 

also held many misconceptions about the program in terms of price, application process, value, 

etc. 

2. There is no perceived value (time saving) in being a SENTRI cardholder. 

Non-SENTRI pedestrian crossers believe having a SENTRI card will not reduce their wait time. 

Respondents think it will take them the same amount of time to cross the border and that they 

would not be treated as “trusted travelers”. 
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3. Perceived lengthy SENTRI application process. 

Respondents believe the application process to enroll in the program would take too long and 

mentioned not knowing where to find the application or more information about the program. 

4. ά/ǳǘǘƛƴƎέ ŎŀǳǎƛƴƎ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ 

Respondents said they typically see people cut in line on both the U.S. and Mexico sides. In 

Mexico, people walk up to the front of the line and wait for a chance to cut. This includes very 

large groups of students or workers who find someone waiting in line for them and stay with 

them instead of starting at the back of the line. Furthermore, several respondents commented 

that people are paid to save places in line. On the U.S. side, after passing the first gate, people 

reported seeing others squeeze through the sides of the line to try to get to shorter CBP 

inspection booth lanes.  

“Cutting” increases wait times. For example, people toward the back of the line that would 

normally wait 30 minutes, may experience a much longer wait time caused by people cutting to 

the front of the line instead of starting at the back. Consequently, the increase in the number of 

people being processed lengthens wait times.  

Typically, authorities do not supervise or deter “cutters” from getting in line.  

5. Shift changes equate to reduction in service. 

Respondents commonly mentioned that during shift changes there is too much socializing 

between CBP officers.  

6. Wait time is unpredictable. 

Information disseminated about wait times via CBP’s website, radio stations, television, etc., is 

not accurate. Pedestrian SENTRI wait times are not typically reported.  

7. Secondary inspection processing equates to lengthier wait times. 

Respondents identified that the process of taking an individual to secondary inspection has a 

direct impact on wait times. They mentioned this process takes two officers out of their booths 

indefinitely and can be mitigated by replacing agents to keep lines moving. Typically, officers 

must prepare reports when taking someone to secondary and that further keeps them from 

inspection booths for significant amounts of time. Crossers indicated having to wait until officers 

return before the line starts moving again. 
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8. A criminal record makes one ineligible for the SENTRI program. 

Respondents believed having traffic violations makes them ineligible for the SENTRI program. 

Several respondents openly conveyed they were former felons and thought they would not pass 

the background check required by the SENTRI program. 

9. Customer service perception problem. 

Many respondents cited customer service concerns and cultural differences as an area of 

concern. Respondents believed some officers appear too authoritative and come off as 

condescending.  While others noted that because they are frequent crossers they have learned 

which officers they prefer when crossing because those officers treat them with more courtesy.  

10. SENTRI cardholders do not feel they are treated as άTrusted TravelersΦέ 

Respondents identified as SENTRI cardholders indicated they are often not treated as “Trusted 

Travelers” all the time. Others expressed concerns over not having the SENTRI booth staffed at 

all times, confusion between SENTRI and bus lanes, receiving poor customer service, and being 

put through the normal process as people who do not have SENTRI cards.  

11. Cost is too high 

Respondents indicated cost as a barrier to participation, especially when a SENTRI cardholder 

travels with family. They are under the impression that each family member (including minors) 

counts as an individual application and requires separate additional payment. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the survey findings, SCEDC makes the following recommendations: Marketing for SENTRI 

program, increase the value of SENTRI, and improve process. 

Marketing SENTRI 

1. Booth officers have direct access to frequent crossers and should be used to market the 

SENTRI program to those frequent crossers. 

Survey respondents indicated typically getting the same officers when crossing the border. They 

indicated these officers know them already. These officers can be used to identify frequent 

crossers and market the SENTRI program by directly providing marketing materials and verbally 

recommending the program.  
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2. Need for Spanish language SENTRI marketing. 

Tangible marketing materials need to be available in Spanish and English to effectively market 

the SENTRI program. This is especially important considering survey data showed that over 50% 

of respondents identify themselves as Mexican citizens and likely use Spanish as their primary 

language. 

3. Port of Entry should market SENTRI. 

SENTRI marketing efforts should include the use of the Port of Entry to distribute marketing 

material about the program. Signs inside the SYPOE advertising the program and directing 

people on how and where to get an application could significantly increase applications. In 

addition, audio and video announcements could increase the effectiveness of marketing efforts 

and increase pedestrian crossers’ awareness of SENTRI. 

4. Communicate value of SENTRI card. 

Through the use of effective marketing, many misconceptions now associated with the SENTRI 

program can be eliminated. These misconceptions are deterring people from seeking to enroll in 

SENTRI. Additional marketing tools include signage on the Mexican side and advertising through 

electronic, print and social media. 

Value for SENTRI Cardholders. 

1. In Mexico there is a need for a separate dedicated entrance for SENTRI cardholders. 

On the Tijuana, B.C. Mexico side of the SYPOE, there is no separate access for pedestrian SENTRI 

cardholders. By having such an entrance, SENTRI cardholders will avoid mistakenly waiting in 

line to get through the gate and will prevent others from mistaking them for “cutters.”  This 

entrance should be clearly marked to avoid confusion. 

2. Communicate SENTRI line wait times. 

An effective way to establish and communicate SENTRI wait times would be to install electronic 

signs conveying accurate wait times for both regular and SENTRI lanes. This will make border 

crossers aware of the difference in wait times and entice potential SENTRI applicants to seek 

information regarding the program. 

3. SENTRI Card cost restructuring. 

ï Reduced cost for families. 

SENTRI currently offers reduced pricing for families. However, this information is not 

widely known. CBP should evaluate pricing structure and continue to work toward 

lowering participation cost. 
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ï Adjunct to your existing passport. 

It is recommended that the passport application process be modified to allow the 

option to apply for both a passport and a SENTRI card. Also, including additional 

information about the SENTRI Program along with the passport applications or passport 

marketing materials would greatly increase awareness about the SENTRI program. 

Process Improvement 

1. Increase line monitoring to prevent cutting outside the gate in Mexico and inside the gate on 

U.S. territory. 

Respondents indicated incidence of “cutting” being greatly diminished when security is visibly 

present.  More security staff should be assigned to monitor the lines from back to front in order 

to eliminate “cutting.”  The use of private security or police during peak periods stationed at the 

front of the line on the Mexican side and inside the U.S. facility can be used to support CBP’s 

efforts. 

- Use stanchions designed to minimize line άŎǳǘǘƛƴƎΦέ 

An effective use of stanchions (i.e. ropes placed in a special pattern) inside the gate on U.S. 

territory could reduce instances of people cutting to the front of line. 

2. Separation of Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (WHTI)-compliant lanes. 

Wait times can be reduced if WHTI-compliant document holders are provided a dedicated lane. 

Crossers with WHTI-compliant documents usually require less inspection time than ordinary 

document holders. 

3. Backfill CBP officer when person taken to secondary. 

When CBP officers take a person to secondary or additional inspection, it usually takes two 

officers to carry out this task and an unknown amount of time to complete paperwork to 

process that person. It is recommended CBP officers be assigned to backfill other officers to 

keep the lines constantly moving. 

4. Accurate wait time signage.  

Communicating accurate wait times will clearly and immediately convey the advantages of the 

SENTRI program as people waiting in line see the decreased amount of wait time for SENTRI 

card holders. The use of electronic signage could continuously broadcast real wait times at the 

border. 

 

 



13 

    Report prepared by South County Economic Development Council   

5. Customer Service training.  

There is a need to improve customer service perception among border crossers. This perception 

could be improved by providing and implementing appropriate customer service training. 

Various respondents identified two CBP officers at the San Ysidro Port of Entry as consistently 

providing superior customer service. Customer service standards need to be modeled after the 

behavior and service these officers provide.  

6. Reevaluate existing regulations prohibiting criminal record holders/ felons from getting 

SENTRI as appropriate. 

CBP should reevaluate regulations and seek additional flexibility as it applies to specific 

circumstances. For example, a 65 year old male who may have been convicted of non-violent 

felony when he was 19 years old (such as driving under the influence) should not be 

permanently barred from participating in the SENTRI Program.  

Decision makers should be empowered to exercise judgment. Additionally, that flexibility should 

be conveyed to frequent travelers who are now, based on information found on the website, 

are disqualifying themselves from the SENTRI program.  

7. Better inform existing SENTRI cardholders on SENTRI card protocol. 

SENTRI cardholders are not always aware of all the benefits available to them as SENTRI 

cardholders.  Information on what to do when crossing the border through the pedestrian 

access needs to be available for these crossers.  This could be included in the SENTRI participant 

orientation, through signage at the lines requesting SENTRI card holders move to the front of 

the line and through marketing materials. 

8. Separate entrance from Mexico for SENTRI cardholders. 

Wait times can be reduced if pedestrian SENTRI cardholders were provided a dedicated 

northbound entrance through the gate into the SYPOE. This would all but eliminate the potential 

for conflict arising from SENTRI cardholders being mistaken as “cutters” and reduce SENTRI 

cardholders from mistakenly contributing to longer lines. 

Conclusion 

Several recommendations herein discussed can be quickly implemented with little effort or cost.  SCEDC 

considers this effort as a benchmark and plans to continue to collect data quarterly throughout the year 

in order to collect a statistically significant representation that can be presented at the end of the year. 

Furthermore, SCEDC will continue to work with CBP and stakeholders to continue improving the SYPOE 

pedestrian crossing.    

Additionally, SCEDC will work with other stakeholders to explore other measures of assessing and 

communicating real wait times for pedestrian crossers.  One of the areas currently under discussion with 
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the Tijuana Economic Development Council (Tijuana CDT)  is the ability to have cameras posted at 

various points of the pedestrian line to determine what the real wait time is and have that 

communicated to CBP so they may staff accordingly. The General Services Administration (GSA) is 

currently creating plans for the reconstruction and new construction of several ports of entry in the San 

Diego-Baja California area. These include the reconstruction of the SYPOE, remodel of Otay Port of Entry 

and new construction of the recently approved Otay 2 Port of Entry. These recommendations should be 

taken into account as new projects are considered and should be implemented where possible to avoid 

similar problems in the future.   

Lastly, SCEDC makes these recommendations without regard for security concerns as that area of 

expertise lies with security officials for the United States and Mexico.  This report is not intended to 

reduce security measures, but rather find ways for security and commerce to co-exist at the San Diego-

Baja California ports of entry.  

 


