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Robert Perez
D EPU T Y CO M M I SS I O N ER , 
U. S .  CUS TO M S A N D B O R D ER PROTEC TI O N

“WE ARE BEYOND the breaking point,” Cus-
toms and Border Protection Deputy Commis-
sioner Robert Perez told CNN’s Brianna Keilar 
in March. “We have reached an unprecedented 
level with respect to this crisis situation, the 
amount of undocumented migrants that are 
driving along our southern border. … Our facili-
ties, our legal framework, our resourcing … was 
never designed and built for this.”

Perez delivers this message with a level 
of composure and calm that stands in stark 
contrast to the rhetoric of the administration 
he now works for. That speaks to his 27 years 
working for the department, long before immi-
gration animated such a visceral and polariz-
ing national discourse. He began his career in 
1992 as a customs inspector in Newark, New 
Jersey. After working his way through mana-
gerial positions at CBP headquarters, Perez 
served as the first director of the Customs 
Trade Partnership Against Terrorism in Wash-
ington. He then became the director of field 
operations for CBP’s New York field office, and 
by 2005, he was the director of field opera-
tions and port director in Detroit, Michigan, 
the busiest commercial-truck border-crossing 
in North America. 

Immigration isn’t the only concern facing 
Perez, who also was named recently as execu-
tive assistant commissioner for operations 
support, serving as the agency’s senior career 
official and working alongside Acting Commis-
sioner Mark Morgan. He’s also been intensely 
focused on  fentanyl illegally entering the coun-
try through sales on the dark web, largely from 
China.

Perez and his team are using all the tools 
available to them, including a team of 1,200 
canines able to detect the drug across nine in-
ternational-mail facilities and 25 express facili-
ties. CBP has also deployed thousands of doses 
of naloxone, which treats narcotic overdoses in 
emergency situations, and provided in-depth 
handling training to its officers.

“About five years ago, we in Customs and 
Border Protection seized a total of about 2 
pounds of fentanyl nationwide,” a tiny frac-
tion of total drugs seized annually, Perez said 
last year at The Atlantic Ideas Festival. “Three 
years later, that two pounds became 440. And 
just last year, we seized well over a thousand 
pounds.”

—Mary Frances McGowan

policy and helped guide us toward a successful 
conclusion, and his personal skills in working 
with all those in the rooms were hugely help-
ful,” Brady said.

Muzinich’s influence has grown since the 
president tapped him to become deputy sec-
retary. The Manhattanite father of two is in 
part guiding the implementation of the tax bill, 
helping Treasury craft the rules and regulations 
taxpayers need in order to comply. 

That, along with his other duties as 
Mnuchin’s No. 2, puts Muzinich in a position to 
impact financial issues ranging from tax deduc-
tions to cryptocurrency.

The Harvard and Yale graduate, like many 
in the Trump administration’s Treasury De-
partment, is a recent Wall Street transplant. 
Muzinich previously served as president of 
Muzinich & Co., an international investment firm 
created by his father, and he also worked at Mor-
gan Stanley and the hedge-fund EMS Capital.

But Muzinich always had an eye for policy, 
crafting op-eds over the years for publications 
like The New York Times, The Washington Post, 
and Foreign Policy, arguing for reforming the 
Federal Reserve and for a closer trade relation-
ship with Europe.

Muzinich served as an informal tax-policy 
adviser to then-candidate Romney and later 
in an official capacity to Jeb Bush’s campaign. 
For Bush, Muzinich crafted a tax platform that 
in part served as a framework for the Trump 
administration’s code overhaul, featuring many 
of the same key policy proposals like collapsing 
the tax brackets, doubling the standard deduc-
tion, and reducing the corporate rate. 

 —Casey Wooten
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