THE HONORABLE MARTIN OLAV SABO 
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to HR 4929, EMERGENCY SUPPLEMENTAL BILL
3/16/06

Mr. Chairman, I have an amendment at the desk.  
We hear a lot about the importance of identifying “risk” as we make security investments.   Who would disagree?  However, the President and the Congress tend to stumble in putting a coherent risk-based philosophy into our budgets and policies.
I ask Members to consider this amendment in the context of President Bush’s national security budget priorities for the coming year.  

President Bush requests $10.4 billion for missile defense next year, an increase of $1.7 billion.

By comparison, the 2007 discretionary budget request for the whole Department of Homeland Security is $31 billion, barely $400 million above this year. 

I have a hard time seeing how the risk of an intercontinental ballistic nuclear missile attack is greater than the risk of a nuclear weapon in a cargo container coming into our country by ship.  
Therefore, now -- in this emergency bill -- is the time to address our most critical port security gaps.  
Protecting our seaports is a lot like protecting our airports.  We need multiple security layers.  With international traffic, the first security check should be overseas.  

The Container Security Initiative (CSI) -- by which containers judged to be high risk are opened and inspected and all container manifests are reviewed -- is operating today in only 43 of the 140 foreign ports that ship directly to the US.  

Since 2002, former Customs Commissioner Robert Bonner has talked about the value of CSI, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce has endorsed it.  However, the Bush Administration and the Republican Congress have been slow to fund and implement the program.    

This amendment could expand CSI to all overseas ports that ship directly to the U.S., and allow US customs agents to review 100% of all container manifests.  
Some may argue that we should settle for CSI in 50 foreign ports by the end of 2007.  What about the other 90 foreign ports that ship directly to us?  You can be sure that those who want to do us harm will know which foreign ports are covered by CSI, and which foreign ports are not.  

The next critical step is to improve port security inside the U.S.  The Coast Guard estimates that $7 billion is needed to bring U.S. port facilities into compliance with our maritime security law and regulations.  

Let me tell you where we are today:  Since 9/11, Congress has provided $910 million to harden our seaports.  President Bush has never requested funding directly and specifically for this purpose.  

Mr. Chairman, with this amendment, we could install radiation portal monitors at every U.S. land and sea port of entry.  To date, less than half of these radiation detectors have been installed.  Without this amendment, the Bush Administration would have Americans wait until 2011 to complete this crucial security measure.

Customs and Border Protection also needs to do a better job in targeting cargo containers that should be opened, and in auditing trusted shippers.  The General Accounting Office identified both of these issues, and this amendment would help us get these tasks done.

The third critical port security step is to ensure that the people charged to protect our ports are well trained, equipped and prepared to respond to disaster.  

The Coast Guard enforces port and vessel compliance with maritime security regulations.  Last fall, the Coast Guard reported that its maritime security exercise revealed the need for a stronger chain of command, better guidance and more training.  Coast Guard also told us that it has not completed its review of vessel security and it has not reviewed all foreign ports that ship directly to us. This agency, which performed so well in response to Hurricane Katrina, can handle the tough jobs.  Congress and the President should give the Coast Guard the right resources to do them.
Mr. Chairman, as the saying goes, practice makes perfect.  We need more simulation exercises for emergency responders at every level of government in order to identify the flaws in our preparedness plans.  This amendment could turn these needs into reality.  
Mr. Chairman, everyone knows that we have a dangerous gap in our emergency communications capability across the nation.  The bill provides a backup communications package for the Gulf Coast, which includes trucks loaded with equipment that can be quickly moved into a disaster area to bring up cell phones and public safety radio networks to help first responders and search and rescue efforts.  
We need this emergency communications equipment in other regions of the country, as well.  This amendment would provide it.

Mr. Chairman, the American people expect us to do more than talk about inadequate port security and disaster preparedness. They demand that we back up our talk with action.  
I urge Members to vote “yes” for this amendment. 
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