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Drone Strikes in Mexico: Is U.S. Military 
Intervention Possible?

By Vera García

PRONUNCIATION: 
‘che-l&m, is Latin for airspace or sky. The Romans began questioning the rights they had in the space above the land they owned and how high above them those rights 
would extend. They decided on, Ad coelum et ad inferos, meaning that their property rights would extend as high up as the heavens and all the way down to hell.
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Mexico and the U.S. have cooperated in the past years to combat drug cartels, beginning with the Mérida 
Initiative (Plan Mexico) negotiated in 20111. However, under former president Andrés Manuel López Obrador 
(AMLO), this cooperation didn’t develop as expected. Following the U.S. arrest of a former Mexican Defense 
Secretary in 2020 on drug charges, AMLO criticized the Mérida Initiative and gradually reduced federal security 
cooperation with the U.S2.  

Furthermore, as a response, on December 18, 2020, Mexico passed a reform to the National Security Law (Ley 
de Seguridad Nacional)3.   It amended Article 68, which now pertains to foreign agents being required to share 
all critical information in respect to foreign law enforcement on Mexican soil4. 

Later, in 2021, Mexico and the U.S. agreed to the Bicentennial Framework for Security, Public Health, and Safe 
Communities. This focused on combating cross-border crime through three pillars: i) Protecting people; 
ii) Preventing transborder crime and iii) Pursuing criminal networks5. In line with that, the U.S. has, over the 
past years, used drones and aircraft to carry out spy activities in Mexico6.  However, historically the U.S. has 
conducted covert flights without informing the Mexican Government.

This year, as we know, President Trump took office and following his inauguration, he designated six Mexican 
cartels as terrorist organizations7. Such an act produced speculation about potential military actions against 
them including drone strikes. 

According to the U.S. Department of State, labeling cartels as terrorists’ organizations provides the U.S with 
additional law enforcement permissions to stop these groups8.  Furthermore, Roland Johnson, the U.S. 
ambassador nominee to Mexico, recently stated that any U.S. military action should ideally involve Mexican 
cooperation. However, he also added that “when it comes to U.S security, all options remain on the table.”9  

President Claudia Sheinbaum firmly rejected this idea, reaffirming that national sovereignty and Mexican laws 
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required explicit consent for foreign operations10. On February 20, 2025, she also proposed reforms to Articles 
19 and 40 of the Constitution11.  The last one, seeks to address the fact that Mexico will not accept, under any 
circumstance, any form of intervention, interference, or foreign action that undermines the nation’s independence 
and sovereignty.  It will also prohibit any foreign intervention in crime investigations and prosecutions, unless 
explicitly authorized by the Mexican government12.  

That being said, from a Mexican point of view, minor U.S. intervention (e.g., drone surveillance) should be carried 
out through diplomatic channels, ideally involving the Secretary of National Defense (SEDENA) and/or the Mexican 
Navy. The operations should be conducted jointly with Mexican forces to ensure compliance with sovereignty laws, 
and authorizations should be granted on a case-by-case basis rather than for an indefinite period.

On the other hand, for broader military intervention, the following steps would likely be required: i) Diplomatic 
agreements – Mexico and the U.S. would need to negotiate new security agreements, which would require 
approval by both the U.S. and Mexican Congress.

Regarding U.S. congressional approval, President Trump would need a new Authorization for the Use of Military 
Force (AUMF) specifically directed at those organizations13. Nevertheless, Trump’s administration could invoke 
Title 50, a U.S. law that could authorize him to carry out covert operations in foreign countries, possibly without 
the need for an AUMF14. 

Finally, another possible justification would be if the U.S. claimed “self-defense” under international law (i.e., 
under the self-defense provisions of United Nations Article 51). However, this scenario seems improbable, as it 
would require proving that self-defense is necessary15 16.   

To conclude, it is impossible to predict the exact consequences if the U.S. were to unilaterally carry out military 
operations in Mexico. However, what is clear is that the designation of cartels as international terrorist 
organizations is a significant matter. While such a designation would not automatically grant President Trump the 
authority to dispatch special operations forces against the cartels, U.S. law provides legal mechanisms that could 
eventually permit such actions.

If the U.S. were to conduct an airstrike in Mexico—whether controlled, drone-based, or targeting specific 
objectives—it would constitute a violation of Mexico’s national sovereignty, and strain diplomatic relations 
between the two countries, especially if U.S. orders were to bypass Mexican law.

Mexico faces significant risks, making it difficult to determine which is more alarming: the panorama of foreign 
military intervention of any kind or the ongoing violence, disappearances, and corruption sustained by a 
government that remains passive against organized crime and drug cartels.
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