October 31, 2001

SETTING THE REAL AVIATION SECURITY RECORD STRAIGHT ON THE EUROPEAN MODEL

Dear Colleague:

I want to set the record straight on aviation security.  The people who are arguing that the European model of strict federal standards, enforcement and a private sector workforce does not exist -are wrong. 

Look at the facts.  Following a string of hijackings and other acts of sabotage in the 1970s and 1980s, Europe abandoned the failed nationalized approach.  Today, strong public/private sector partnerships in aviation security are in place at virtually every major European airport, including London-Heathrow, Paris Charles de Gaulle, Amsterdam-Schipol, London-Gatwick, Berlin, Frankfort, Brussels, Manchester, Munich, Stockholm, Paris-Orly, Vienna, London-Stansted, Oslo, Dusseldorf, Stockholm, Nice, Helsinki, Birmingham, Stuttgart, and Cologne.

In Greece, after the FAA cited the government for violating international civil aviation standards for security, the government turned to the private sector and employed two private security firms which are now viewed as model security operations.

And what about the few airports cited by nationalization proponents?

In Italy, local police conducted airport screening in Rome and Milan until a few years ago.  Today, trained by a private security company, completely privatized successors to the former monopolies, Aeroporto di Roma in Rome and SEA in Milan, perform screening of passengers and their baggage at both airports. 

In Ireland, a private company provides airport services, including security in Dublin, Shannon, and Cork.  In Belfast a private company provides checkpoint services as well as baggage screening.

In Spain, passenger and baggage screening is accomplished through a partnership between the Guardia Civil, a special force of the State Police, and various private companies.  The private companies conduct not only pre-board passenger and baggage screening in Madrid, but also conduct hold baggage screening.  Likewise, in Barcelona, a private company  conducts passenger and both carry-on and hold baggage screening.  

In Switzerland, Geneva’s airport staff performs checkpoint screening of passengers and carry-on items, but a private company screens hold baggage on behalf of the airport.  In the last bastion of the failed nationalized approach, Zurich, the government recently turned to the private sector with a tender to replace governmental screeners with private screeners. 

In Portugal, legislation recently was introduced to pave the way for a public/private partnership in airport security.

Even in Israel, which admittedly faces an extraordinarily high-threat environment, with relatively few operations, and intensive security systems that could not be adopted wholesale here, they turn to the private sector.  One private company is providing consulting services for software related to passenger profiling.  Another private company developed the Ben Gurion Biometric system for passport control, which directs registered Israeli citizens and frequent travelers to automatic inspection kiosks that capture biographic information and use biometric identifier-hand geometry to expedite inspection of low-risk passengers.  Yet another private company conducts certain pre-boarding screening at Ben Gurion.

The bottom-line?  The misinformation put out by supporters of the failed nationalized approach is dead wrong.  As the New York Times said today:  “It is true that most of Europe has abandoned a fully nationalized system of aviation security.”  Or as the Washington Post editorial noted today: 

“A number of European countries and Israel use a mix of private and public employees.  House legislation endorsed by President Bush is reasonable on this point; it would allow the president to choose between private contractors and federal workers or a combination.

And why have governments turned to the private sector?  Here’s what the Washington Post found on its own independent investigation two weeks ago, which confirmed public/private airport security throughout Europe, including Israel:

"It's harder to do quality control on our government people," said Frank Durinckx, director of Belgium's Aviation Inspectorate and chairman of a Europe-wide task force on aviation security. Government agencies do not like to criticize themselves or one another, he said, and civil servants are hard to get rid of if they aren't performing well.  "If we give the work to a private contractor, we have control over them," Durinckx said. "If we're not pleased with a screener, we can withdraw his license.  If we're not pleased with a company, we can get rid of it."

That’s precisely why the President does not want to have his hands tied by being forced to turn only to the Federal bureaucracy.  In his letter issued yesterday strongly supporting H.R. 3150, he noted that “an inflexible, one-size-fits-all requirement fails to permit security tailored to the very different circumstances that exist at airports across the country.”  As he stated: “Giving the Government flexibility to use private contractors will facilitate transition to the new system, promote better screening services through competition, and ensure that security managers can move swiftly to discipline or remove employees who fail to live up to the rigorous new standards.”

President Bush strongly has urged Congress to pass the Young bill, H.R. 3150.  I urge you to support this bill and help keep our airlines safe. 

Sincerely,

Sam Johnson

