Standing Guard on Airport Security

Column By Congressman Bob Barr (GA-7)

Since September 11th, and even in the months prior, the professionalism and training of airport security personnel have been an area of concern for many.  Minimal qualifications and more importantly, lax oversight by the FAA, contributed to a steady decline in airport security standards.  This deterioration contradicts with what must be our number one priority – the safety of airline passengers and airline crews.  

While there are certainly thousands of dedicated workers in America’s airports today, it is incumbent to ensure all of them are educated and qualified to hold these positions of tremendous responsibility.  To that end, Congress last year passed a comprehensive aviation security bill, focused on implementing the highest level of security at airports.  The intent of the Congress was clear and unambiguous – government must do more than simply make Americans feel secure; government must make sure Americans are safe and secure.  All of us should have learned after September 11th that we could afford no less; it seems, however, that not all of us have.  

In recent days, it has been reported that in a rush to implement this legislation, Transportation Department officials are considering hiring or retaining airport security personnel who do not even have a high school diploma; a minimum standard required by virtually all businesses and government agencies, including America’s armed services.  In lieu of a high school diploma, department officials will reportedly allow workers with a year of related “service” or “training” to remain in their positions or be hired for new positions within the aviation security industry.  In other words, regardless of their level of education or ability to do the job, the vast majority of screeners on the job September 11th last year, will be able to remain on the job this year as well.  Doesn’t that make you feel safer?  

On January 2nd, I wrote Transportation Secretary Norman Mineta to express my outrage with such a proposal.  The purpose of the comprehensive aviation security bill was to increase security by deploying a mature, competent and trained workforce.  In short, it was about significantly improving the security of American citizens. Unfortunately, by making it easier to retain current under-trained screeners, the Department is risking security for expediency; turning a public security bill into a job security bill for the thousands of resident aliens who currently hold these important positions. 

In my letter to Secretary Mineta, I stated my firmly-held belief that it would be unconscionable for the government to risk retaining screeners who may be incompetent to perform the stringent new screening responsibilities.  Since this new legislation calls for stringent new screening standards, having on the job experience is meaningless, particularly if the “experienced” screeners previously failed at detecting and preventing terrorists from boarding commercial aircraft!  

How the Aviation and Security Act is implemented will be the determining factor in the safety and security of our airports.  Anything less than the highest standards for those charged with the security of American citizens is unacceptable and it is an issue I intend to vigorously monitor in the weeks and months ahead.  
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