CBP Anti-Terrorism

(“On The Line” Communication Series)

RICHARD GREENE: Hello, and welcome to "on the line."  I'm Richard Greene.  "On The Line" is a series of CBP transition updates designed to keep you informed on the changes occurring in CBP, as we become a new, unified organization.  In order to do this each program will feature CBP leaders discussing various issues.  This segment will give you an overview of CBP Anti-Terrorism efforts.  Joining me today is Jayson Ahern, the Assistant Commissioner for the Office of Field Operations.  Jay, welcome to the show.

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Thank you, Dick.

RICHARD GREENE: And Gus De La Viña, the Chief of the Border Patrol.  Gus, good to have you with us.

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Thank you.

RICHARD GREENE: Gentlemen, let me ask the first question to Jay.  Jay, the primary mission, as I guess everyone knows, for CBP is the prevention of terrorists and terrorist weapons from entering the country.  Talk a little bit about Anti-Terrorism training for OFO -- what's been done and what's been planned in the future for the inspectors on the front line?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: What we've done since march 1st, we've actually put a couple of training things in place -- certainly, we started off with the training as well as the implementation of the radiation detection pagers.  So make sure that some of the new legacy components of this organization were trained in the use and the application of radiation detection pagers on the front line.  We also have put out a CD-ROM that is titled "Detecting Terrorist Weapons" because certainly, as part of our mission for detecting individuals that may pose a concern for this country, certainly weapons of mass destruction or implements of terrorism, we have an equal concern.  So we want to make sure that people can identify and detect what might be a terrorist weapon from coming into this country, so there's a video available for that.  We also will continue with additional training throughout the year from models, front line training, and things like that for the future.  One of the more immediate things we'll be coming out though with is the “Making Primary Decisions”.  That should be part of our unification process for a more unified primary.

RICHARD GREENE: Jay, if someone didn't get one of these CDs -- and you've now produced two of them -- if they didn't get one at their duty station, how do they go about getting one?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Very simply -- they can contact their supervisor or, if they're in a port that actually has a field training officer assigned, contact that individual to make sure they see it.  We want the widest possible use of these CD-ROMs, so people should look for them.

RICHARD GREENE: So they're very important in giving this information to protect not only our country, but the inspectors themselves.

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Absolutely.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, turning to you and the Border Patrol, your responsibility is protecting our borders between the ports of entry.  In doing that, has your national strategy changed at all?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: No.  Our National Strategy and our traditional mission have remained the same.  In addition to our traditional mission, we are focused on our priority mission, which is to prevent and detect terrorists and terrorist weapons from entering the United States.  The Border Patrol has had the mission to protect the borders between the ports of entry.  We've always played a critical role in national security and we feel that we will continue to provide that security for our borders.

RICHARD GREENE: Has the Border Patrol received any new personnel, equipment, and that type of thing?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Yes, we have.  This year, we have received an additional 570 agents.  This will give the Border Patrol a total strength of over 11,000 Border Patrol agents nationwide.  Our goal is to reassign over 300 senior patrol agents from the southern border to the northern border, which will now bring the northern border to over 1,000 agents.  In addition to the personnel, we have received additional helicopters, technology, and equipment.  Our main objective is to supply our people, our men and women that are out in the field, with the proper equipment, and they are the ones that are doing the job.

RICHARD GREENE: One of the new pieces of equipment they're now receiving in the field, the Border Patrol, are the personal radiation detectors, like this one.  Can you tell me a little bit about how the Border Patrol is integrating technology in the daily operation?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Well, we have purchased a block of radiation detectors, and we're doing training at one of our checkpoint locations in Texas. This is in preparation for a pilot test that we will evaluate and more than likely will deploy more radiation detectors to the remainder of our checkpoints across the southwest.

RICHARD GREENE: Jay, if I can turn to you for a minute here and talk a little about the joint Passenger Analysis Units and the joint Manifest Units, can you tell us a little bit about that and how that's developing?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Sure -- as we talked about our primary mission, detecting and identifying terrorists potentially coming into this country, one way to do that is through targeting information in advance of their arrival coming into the United States.  And we will do that through Passenger Analysis Units.  One of the things we've done in the post-March 1st environment is to take the legacy components from Immigration and Customs and co-locate them in a Passenger Analysis Unit to use the systems as well as the different expertise to target people that might be of concern coming into this country.  On the Manifest Review Unit side, that's focused on conveyances or cargo’s coming into the United States.  We've taken legacy components, again, from U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, the inspectors there as well as our Customs inspectors -- also, one of our new DHS partners, the Coast Guard in seaport environments -- to be part of new Joint Targeting Analysis Units to again look at high-risk cargo’s that may be potentially used as a conveyance to introduce a weapon of mass destruction, implement of terrorism, or other hazardous materials coming into this country.  As well as the Coast Guard helping us with identifying high-interest vessels coming into our seaports.

RICHARD GREENE: This is really the first time that, since DHS was created and CBP stood up, where you have this ability to merge all of these different prior separate agencies into one and really pull together a net of information.

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: We certainly believe so.  There had been some spotted attempts for Joint Analysis Units in the past, both in the air and sea environment, land borders as well, but this has really given us an opportunity to formalize it and make it part of our standard operating procedures as opposed to a casual thing that may be done.

RICHARD GREENE: How do these joint units, how do they affect the CBP mission?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: I think it makes us much more efficient. I mean clearly, when you have the opportunity to bring together skills from a variety of different sources and backgrounds as well as integrating into the different systems, I think that it brings us the best skills and expertise available to the risk at hand.  And I think that's the way for us to be successful in our national defense.

RICHARD GREENE: Another technology item is the VACIS system.  We hear that term, but it's known as the vehicle and cargo inspection system.  Normally, we see that at ports of entry, either where trucks are coming in or at the seaports, but recently, you've actually moved VACIS systems to assist the Border Patrol.

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Currently, we have about 125 large-scale x-ray systems at our ports of entry, principally at seaports and land border ports.  We've also just recently deployed one for the Border Patrol to assist in a high-risk mission that they have out at one of the checkpoints.  I certainly saw an immediate need to move one of those, as well as our operators there, to support the Border Patrol in the checkpoint, to see if we could identify aliens or drugs or other contrabands coming through those checkpoints.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, this is, I would imagine, have been a really value-added addition to the Border Patrol having this high-technology x-ray equipment to be used for smuggling of aliens and narcotics that the Border Patrol can use.

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Very much so.  After the Victoria, Texas, tractor-trailer incident, the Office of Field Operations and CBP inspections loaned the Border Patrol two VACIS systems.  These VACIS systems have been deployed to two of our traffic checkpoints in the McAllen, Texas, area -- they've proven to be very effective.  When you combine the skill of our Border Patrol agents at the checkpoint with the skill of the VACIS operator and the inspector and you couple that with canine, additional canine units, you have a winning combination in enhancing our ability to detect concealment of cargo and people -- it's been very effective.

RICHARD GREENE: Have you had any successes in this short period of time, since the VACIS has been there?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Quite a bit, quite a bit.  We've taken a large amount of narcotics down as well as a lot of smuggling cases that have been going by the checkpoints, that they have been detected by the VACIS system.

RICHARD GREENE: Well, this is surely an example of teamwork, where you have OFO and the expertise of the VACIS operator working at the checkpoint with the Border Patrol.  How important is this teamwork?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Well, the consolidation of the different border agencies into CBP has been very, very critical to the security of our borders.  It's been a good thing.  We now have one command.  We have one structure with the same mission, the same priority mission.  Border security belongs to CBP, and in order to make it work, we must function as one.  Whether it is at the ports of entry, between the ports of entry, airports, seaports, we must function as one, with better cooperation, coordination, to enhance our enforcement abilities.

RICHARD GREENE: Jay let me ask you to add, maybe, to that.  The Border Patrol is responsible for areas between the ports of entry, and OFO is responsible for at the ports of entry -- how has this relationship, this teamwork, how important has it been and how important is it?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Well, I think it's important, I think it's critically important -- I think we're just actually now starting to realize the potential that's out there.  We touched on the VACIS as one example.  We also had our sector chiefs and our field directors in for a two-day conference where they had the opportunity to develop some operational plans to further this relationship between the ports of entry and at the ports of entry.  We've also had some immediate response from the Border Patrol to emergency situations or, as we've gone on two occasions since this merger, to alert level orange under the Department of Homeland Security alert levels.  It gives us much better coordination than we've seen in the past, as we're under one leadership.  And that collaboration is certainly necessary with the mission we have today.

RICHARD GREENE: And I guess this would really be a real good example of a force multiplier when you really need the extra hands and bodies.

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Absolutely, it goes in both directions -- we support the Border Patrol in whatever mission that they need support in and whatever skills and expertise, be it human or technological assets.  We stand ready to do that and I know we have that support in kind from the Border Patrol.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, what operational changes can Border Patrol agents expect to see in the near future, if any?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Well, the Border Patrol has found a good home with CBP.  Since the transition of the Border Patrol from INS to CBP, Commissioner Bonner has been very supportive and committed to the men and women of the Border Patrol.  He is committed to giving the Border Patrol and our agents the recognition that they have so richly deserved.  And he's also demonstrated his support and commitment to the Border Patrol by working with us with the Border Patrol in seeking additional personnel, state of the art technology, and equipment.  Our goal is to provide the men and women out in the field the best support that we possible can so they can do their job.

RICHARD GREENE: Jay, Field Operations has been going through a lot of consolidation, probably to say the least.  One of these efforts has been in unifying the chain of command.  How has that affected or how has it strengthened the field operations, including Agriculture and INS?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Well, I think if you take a look at the 22 agencies that merged from 7 departments into the Department of Homeland Security, where you find the heart of the real, true merger that occurred was actually within the Office of Field Operations, when you took inspectional components from legacy INS, Agriculture, and Customs and put them together.  We went from an organization of about 14,000 in Field Operations to 25,000.  We've been able to accomplish that by putting a very clear chain of command in place from headquarters to our 20 field directors to our ports of entry to provide single leadership over all the port procedures as well as managing the alert levels and the operational aspects of the job within the ports of entry.  And we think that's essential as we move forward in this new relationship.

RICHARD GREENE: Gentlemen, we're nearly out of time, unfortunately, but before we go -- jay, do you have any closing thoughts you'd like to add?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: I think certainly, I don't want to miss the opportunity to thank our front line people.  They do a great job day in and day out.  The demands continue to be asked of our front line individuals.  So, I want to thank them for their continued support and also, as for their future support, as we move forward with a lot of new initiatives, I think it's a very exciting time for this organization as we move forward with transition.  And I believe it's going to make a safer and secure border for this country and I think that no agency really has a greater responsibility for protecting the homeland than the people of CBP.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, from the Chief of the Border Patrol, would you like to add a final comment?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: I just want to thank the men and women of the Border Patrol for the outstanding job that they have done and for the outstanding work that they are doing.  This is a historic time for the Border Patrol and this is a historic time for all of us.  I know that there are many challenges out there, but I also know that we will meet these challenges in the highest traditions of the Border Patrol and we will get the job done.  Thank you.

RICHARD GREENE: Gentlemen, I'd like to thank both of you for joining us today.  And until next time, I'm Richard Greene.  Be safe on the line.

