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A U.S. Border Patrol Confined Space Entry Team agent prepares to enter the El Paso storm-drain system. Image: Fox News / Fox & Friends.
Beneath El Paso lies what Border Patrol agents call “a city underneath our city” — miles of flood-control storm drains that smuggling networks use to move people from the Rio Grande into U.S. neighbourhoods. Fox News was given access to the El Paso Sector’s Confined Space Entry Team (CSET) as it patrolled the tunnels. Agents told Fox that traffic has dropped sharply now that the border is effectively closed. They also said cartels are still probing the system for weaknesses and charging more for passage. The points below itemize the protection and security controls described in the report.
BORDER PROTECTION AND SECURITY CONTROLS
1. Guarded entry points — Border Patrol guards the 32 known drain entrances along the Rio Grande, the first line of control before anyone gets underground.
1. Underground detection technology — Agents use technology to detect movement inside the network, monitor entry points, and track where and when people exit. CSET lead Jason Hartman said “technology grows at a rapid pace.”
1. Intercept positioning — Detection alerts are used to position teams at likely exits so groups can be intercepted. Agents compare it to “whack-a-mole,” because smugglers can surface from almost any drain in the city.
1. Specialist Confined Space Entry Team (CSET) — An elite El Paso Sector unit trained specifically to enter, navigate and operate in the storm drains, rather than relying on general patrol agents.
1. Full-scale replica training — CSET agents train in a full-scale replica storm drain before working in the live network.
1. Continuous oxygen and air monitoring — Oxygen levels inside the drains can change or drop without warning, so agents monitor air quality constantly while underground.
1. Controlled manhole entry and protective gear — The broadcast shows agents entering through street manholes using portable ladders, helmets and helmet-mounted lights.
1. Tunnel sealing with Mexican authorities — Border Patrol and Mexican authorities sealed cross-border tunnels found between El Paso and Ciudad Juárez in January 2025.
1. Record workforce — CBP reported reaching 21,471 agents in spring 2026, the most in the agency’s 102-year history.
1. Release policy — DHS stated that June 2026 marked 14 consecutive months of zero releases at the border and that daily apprehensions are down 94% from the previous administration.
AT A GLANCE
	32
	Known entry points from the Rio Grande into the drain network

	Hundreds
	Exit points across El Paso — neighbourhoods, parks, commercial areas, even near schools and backyards

	45–60 min
	Typical time to move through the tunnels

	$20,000–$30,000
	Reported smuggling fee per person, up from earlier levels as crossings get harder

	161
	Migrants apprehended in the drain system so far this fiscal year (at the time of reporting)

	2–3 people
	Typical group size now, down from 40–70 at the height of the crisis


THREATS AND SMUGGLING METHODS IDENTIFIED
1. Higher prices — Cartels have raised fees to $20,000–$30,000 per person because crossing is now harder and riskier.
1. Social-media recruitment — Smugglers increasingly use social media to recruit and train tunnel guides.
1. Exits near civilians — Some exits lead into elementary schools, parks and backyards, so smugglers could emerge close to children.
1. Probing for weaknesses — Border Patrol says cartels are actively searching for vulnerabilities in the system. Supervisor Hamid Nikseresht called the cartels “desperate” and the problem “a global issue.”
1. Evidence left behind — Reporters found tools, a wallet and a Mexican driver’s licence abandoned near one entrance.
OPERATIONAL RISKS FOR AGENTS
1. Heat — El Paso summer daytime temperatures often exceed 100°F, and the tunnels are hot and tight.
1. Low oxygen — Poor air quality and sudden oxygen drops are among the main physical dangers.
1. Isolation — One agent said, “You can’t call for backup; you can’t call for help.” Another said that by the time agents reach a smuggler, they are already exhausted and may have to fight underground.
BOTTOM LINE
The El Paso drain network shows that as surface crossings fall, smuggling moves to harder-to-see routes. Border Patrol’s response combines guarded entry points, detection technology, a specialist underground team and strict safety procedures. Agents say the drains are now much quieter, but the higher prices and recruitment through social media suggest cartels have not given up on the route.
Editor’s note: DHS and CBP statistics are the agencies’ own figures as reported by Fox News and have not been independently verified by 1stafrika.com.
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