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Security cooperation is certainly at the top of the agenda for Mexican President Felipe Calderon’s visit with President Barack Obama at the White House on Wednesday and his address to a joint session of Congress on Thursday.

It should be. Mexico’s drug cartels are terrifying. As a threat to people on both sides of the border, and to the Mexican state itself, they must be quickly defeated.

But Mexico is not likely to become a failed state because of these drug cartels. Indeed, as Mexican Interior Secretary Fernando Gomez-Mont pointed out in Washington on May 4, violence in Ciudad Juarez, the epicenter of the cartels’ power struggle, seems to be on a declining curve. And this is before the $1.4 billion in U.S. support for the Merida Initiative has really kicked in.

Frightening as the cartels may be, Mexico faces far more formidable challenges. On the current trajectory, these troubles could very likely make our neighbor dysfunctional within less than a decade. The following challenges would exist even if there were no drug problems:

*Oil:* What will Mexico do as it runs out of oil? Oil revenues account for 40 percent of its federal budget and support its social welfare system. The political system has been unable to crack open the state oil monopoly to foreign investment and exploration. With yields at key fields now plunging 14 percent annually, Mexico is projected to become a net oil importer as early as 2017 — an extraordinary reversal for the second largest oil supplier to the United States. The unresolved spill in the Gulf of Mexico makes it even more difficult to find a way out of this impasse.

*Water:* What will Mexico do as it runs out of water? North and central Mexico are chafing under the demands of agribusiness and growing urban megalopolises. Water shortages are already cause for squabbling among the border states and with the United States. And climate change is expected to make this region even more of a dust bowl.

*Competitiveness:* What is Mexico’s strategy to compete against large emerging markets like China, India and Brazil? There is no obvious answer to what this plan might involve. But business as usual is no longer sustainable as the U.S. sectors supporting Mexico’s North American Free Trade Agreement boom — like apparel and the automotive industry — move overseas or wither away. 
*Regionalism:* How will Mexico manage the widening gap between its impoverished, youthful and largely indigenous southern states and the rest of the country? Mexico’s southern states — together with the adjacent republics of Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras — are the continent’s demographic “hot spots.” A large part of the population, at times exceeding 50 percent, is under age 15. The demographic patterns of this subregion are virtually identical to those driving unrest in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Somalia.

*Indigenous issues:* Has Mexico found the formula to satisfy the aspirations of its indigenous peoples? Mexicans can be legitimately proud of their progress here. Yet, in contrast to big advances in the national standard of living, poverty and marginalization of indigenous communities remain at unacceptable levels, providing fertile ground for separatist indigenous leaders.

*Aging:* How will Mexico support its growing cohort of retirees? Mexico’s decline in fertility is one of the world’s steepest. Social and fiscal ramifications will be huge, as each Mexican worker must support an increasing number of dependents. Mexico may well face labor shortages by 2030. It has less than 10 years to devise a sustainable strategy to provide for its senior citizens. As Greece today demonstrates, there is an unforgiving correlation among demographics, economic viability and political stability.

*Youth and opportunity:* If “exporting” unemployed youth to the United States is no longer an option, where will they go? For the next decade, Mexico will still have a bulging population of youth. The traditional response, which has led an extraordinary 15 percent of the population to migrate to the United States, is no longer viable. The social and political impact on Mexico’s political system may boomerang into political radicalization and instability. 
These questions have no easy answers. 
But we can be certain of one thing: They are going to require broad legislative reform in Mexico and unprecedented levels of U.S.-Mexican cooperation.

Yet Mexico’s legislature has been deadlocked for much of the decade. It is too sclerotic and systemically corrupt to build a national consensus on anything.

Meanwhile, U.S. street politics are reducing our national debate on Mexico to the crude linear fact of the border and a reprise of the Know-Nothings and the red scare.

We should listen carefully to what Calderon has to say about these questions. For they are sure to define Mexico’s agenda in the 21st century. 
Like it or not, that agenda is our agenda, too. 
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