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Security ongoing focus at ports

By Vicky Eckenrode

Morris News Service

SAVANNAH, Ga. - The Sept. 11, 2001, attacks sharply altered the way security officials viewed their jobs at the ports of Savannah and Brunswick.

Today, more than four years and millions of dollars in upgrades later, those security measures are still evolving as threats are balanced against the constant demand to keep goods moving.

“Pre-9/11, it was definitely narcotics and trademark (infringement),” Steven Bronson, chief officer for the U.S. Customs and Border Protection office at the Savannah port. “Now, it’s terrorism and stowaways. The No. 1 mission is terrorism and terrorist weapons.”

Criticism started early that the federal government was concentrating too much of its attention and funding on sealing up commercial airports while ignoring seaside entrances. The nation’s ports have received $708 million in security grants since 2002 - a fraction of the $3.8 billion requested.

In Georgia, Savannah and Brunswick officials have received more than $4.8 million to put up fences, install security-camera systems and buy handheld machines to detect explosives.

Before the 2001 attacks, port operators were largely on their own to develop and pay for security programs.

The federal funding, an ongoing point of contention for port operators who will soon face more mandates to identify workers and visiting transporters through a federal system, still has reshaped how cargo is handled in Savannah.

Before 9/11, about 20 federal agents were assigned to the port. Today, there are 90. The port has an additional 60 police officers of its own.

By the end of the year, the facility will have equipment in place to check every container for radiation beforeit leaves the grounds.

Savannah customs officials are aiming for a moving target of sorts in trying to have enough staff and equipment to meet toughing standards for port security.

“As they’re (the port) growing, we’re growing too just to keep up with the growth of commerce,” Bronson said.

The issue of port security moved back into the spotlight following last year’s controversy about an Arab-government-owned company’s plans to take over operation of several American ports. While the Georgia Ports Authority doesn’t contract out its operations to private companies like the one Dubai Ports World bought, Savannah harbor officials are nonetheless watching to see how new legislation will impact Georgia facilities.

Congress is currently debating bills that would boost security measures yet again while increasing funding levels.

The concern is that terrorists see the nation’s seaports as an open, unmonitored door because of the more than 9 million containers entering through them each year and try to smuggle in a bomb, nuclear weapon or biological hazard.

In May, the House approved a bill dubbed the SAFE Port Act that would authorize $2.4 billion to put nuclear and radiological detection systems in place. It also allows for more customs inspectors to be stationed at other countries’ ports to check cargo before it enters domestic waters.

Meanwhile, the Senate Homeland Security committee passed a similar measure. The GreenLane Maritime Cargo Security Act would provide incentives to importers that voluntarily report more information by letting them move through the security channels quicker.

It also proposes creating joint operations centers for federal, state and local officials to coordinate a response after an attack at a port and come up with ways to make sure trade continues.

“Experts have repeatedly told me and members of the committee that our ports are one of our biggest vulnerabilities,” Sen. Susan Collins, R-Maine, a co-sponsor of the bill said when it passed her committee. “Our bill will help build a coordinated approach to maritime and port security across all levels of government and with our overseas trading partners.”

Funding has been a sticking point. The debate often focuses on whether taxpayers should pay for the extra measures through the federal government or if the shipping companies should pay since they have a business interest in keeping a terrorist attack from shutting down the trade lanes.

But relying on additional user fees from shippers to meet security mandates could add to the cost of moving products and ultimately get passed onto consumers.

Another area that makes port operators wary is whether the increased measures eat away at efficiencies since transporting goods from ships to trucks to stores often depends heavily on swiftness. Most factories relying on parts from overseas also depend on quick turnaround to save money on warehousing.

“What they’re trying to do is improve the means without bogging it down badly,” said Aaron Ellis, spokesman for the American Association of Port Authorities trade association. “The big concern is that we continue to see rapid increases in cargo volumes coming though ports with bigger ships. We need to move that cargo as fast as we can. We keep seeing improvements.”

So far, the changes in Savannah have not impacted truck operations moving in and out of the terminal, said Vickie Brown, an agent for Falcon Transport in Port Wentworth.

“It doesn’t take really any longer to get through,” she said. “They just check them quick.”

Another measure that will soon affect the companies and workers who regularly operate at the port is a biometric identification card, possibly by the end of the year.

An estimated 750,000 port workers nationwide are expected to eventually start using a Transportation Worker Identification Credential, or TWIC by turning in fingerprints and biographical information like address and date of birth. Truck drivers, rail workers and anyone else who has access to port facilities will be required to use the cards.

The Department of Homeland Security already conducts background checks on port workers in preparation for the credentials.

Port operators will be expected to install the necessary card readers or upgrade existing entrances, but are still waiting to see if this year’s security grants include money for the technology.

The biometric ID cards, though supported by port groups, continues to beg one economic question: whether the money will follow the ideas for tightening up access around trade seaports.

The Senate included $227 million for port grants in an emergency supplemental spending that is pending in Washington, but the House did not include any grant funds in its version.

“Ports are very concerned and interested in the fate of that legislation because that’s real money, and that’s real money that’s needed to pay for the TWIC implementation,” Ellis said. “The estimate for marine terminals is between $299 million and $325 million.”

Reach Vicky Eckenrode at (404) 681-1701 or vicky.eckenrode@morris.com.

GRAPHIC

SECURITY PRICE TAG

Here’s how much the ports of Savannah and Brunswick have received in federal security grants since the program started in 2002:

SAVANNAH

Award Date
Project
Amount

2002
Credentialing
$100,000

2002
Terminal fencing
$600,000

2002
Terminal security camera system
$528,500

2002
Terminal rail entrances


$83,500

2003
Perimeter monitoring system
$626,000

2003
Terminal security lighting
$569,600

2003
Access control security management
$1,260,000

2003
Pedestrian access control


$129,500

2003
Handheld explosives detection

$45,000

2004
Terminal security lighting

$223,500

2004
Perimeter security improvements
$100,000

BRUNSWICK

Award Date
Project
Amount

2003
Terminal security lighting
$200,000

2003
Perimeter monitoring system
$133,000

2003
Handheld explosives detection

$22,500

2003
Security cameras



$103,000

2003
Access control security management
$135,000

Total: $4,859,100

Source: Georgia Ports Authority

