CBP One Team, One Organization

(“On The Line” Communication Series)

RICHARD GREENE: Hello, and welcome to "On The Line", another program in this series of CBP transition updates.  I'm Richard Greene.  In today's update, we'll take a look at CBP, how we're working as one team, as one organization, to strengthen our national security and protect our homeland.  My guests for this edition of “On The Line” are Gus De La Viña, the Chief of the Border Patrol; Jayson Ahern, the Assistant Commissioner for the Office of Field Operations; Michael Cronin, the Associate Commissioner for Immigration Policy and Programs; and Mary Neal, the Associate Commissioner for Agricultural Policy and Programs.  Thanks, all of you, for being with us today for "On The Line".  Jay, let's start out with you today.  We've heard more and more about this term of "one face at the border."  What's being done to create the one face at the border for CBP?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: I think a lot of great things are ongoing, Dick, a lot of good national critical initiatives that are really going to help us secure the borders in a more efficient and effective way.  I think it's going to help us streamline information sharing, integrate some of the systems the legacy agencies bring to this new organization.  I think it's going to give us a better ability to do more effective targeting at the borders.  I think also, as far as the training for the future, it's going to be real key to make sure that we continue to cross-train and integrate this workforce as we move forward with this implementation.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: And to follow on with what Jay said, certainly, we moved quickly to assign Interim Port Directors, Interim Directors of Field Operations to unify management at the ports of entry and in the field offices.  We're beginning the process of unifying primary, of assigning Inspectors from the legacy agencies to work the primary line.  We're working on counter-terrorism secondary, bringing all the disciplines that form this organization to get to bear on our principal mission of counter-terrorism.  Certainly, we've moved units of the legacy agencies into Customs' National Targeting Center, which is an extremely impressive facility.  And we're combining the passenger analysis units at the local ports into a single unit, once again, to bring the primary focus and the combined assets of the legacy agencies to bear on our primary mission.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: We have unified and brought together knowledge and expertise from all of the legacy agencies to bring to bear on the anti-terrorism mission.  But in addition, we have multiplied the workforce that will be available to provide the protection in all of the areas that we represent.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, how about between the borders?  How about one face at the border for the Border Patrol?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Well, we've done several operations at the ports of entry and between the ports of entry that we've shared resources, intelligence.  And that's beginning to develop into relationships as well as moving the mission forward.  So it's coming together.  The one face has been very effective, and I think that it's making a lot of sense and proving that we can do it as a team.

RICHARD GREENE: Jay, what do you see as the benefits of "one face at the border"?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: I think clearly what it gives us is a better chance for mission success.  If you have a chance to integrate the workforce, you will have a safer, more secure, and a more efficient border as well. It gives us the opportunity to leverage the resources from the three federal inspection agencies that were independent prior to march 1st and really leverage the technologies that the agencies bring to this new organization.  I think also what it'll do for the workforce is to provide a lot more of cross-training opportunities.  And certainly, I think that will make the job much more exciting for the front line officer.  And I think that will also lead to more advancement and upward mobility potential for the individuals at work, certainly a lot of workforce diversity on the number of issues they can deal with any given day today.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, how about the benefits that you see for the Border Patrol's aspect?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Sharing intelligence and working together has been the key and has continued to prove itself to be very effective.  An example of this would be the sharing of the VACIS machines that Jay and the ports of entry have cooperated with us.  And we're sharing them in the Brownsville, Texas, area.  Proven to be very effective for us.

RICHARD GREENE: In the Agricultural area?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: Similarly, for years, Customs and Agriculture have worked side by side and worked very closely together.  Today, the merge situation gives us a greater opportunity to share the technologies.  We already share x-ray machines.  And I foresee that the more we share data, the more we share technology, the more improved all of our traditional missions will be.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: I'm going to focus on the individual Inspector and this, they have to realize -- and I'll be saying this again and again during this session – how critical their job is right now.  This brings a focus to that job that supports them in their work and that's the most important aspect of a single face at the border.

RICHARD GREENE: We're supporting other agencies in the department of homeland security, such as I.C.E., the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  What's been our level of cooperation with I.C.E.?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: Well, we're currently working smuggling operations along the southwest border.  After the Victoria tractor-trailer incident, we forged some relationships between anti-smuggling as well as the Border Patrol. We're also working in the Phoenix, Arizona, area at the transportation hub at the Sky Harbor airport as well as some of the drop houses around the Phoenix area.  So the cooperation is there.  We will continue to cooperate and move forward with it.

ASSISTANT COMMISIONER AHERN: We also rely on the criminal investigators to do some of the control deliveries and some of the furtherance of those enforcement actions that are created at the ports.  But also, we need to continue to have support from detention and removal assets that are at I.C.E. as well. So we've got real key issues that need to continue to be worked on and those will be essential for us to have a more fluid process at the ports and at the borders.

RICHARD GREENE: Mike, there's other elements within Homeland Security that we're cooperating with.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: Sure, it goes far beyond I.C.E. alone.  The ports of entry have always been one point in the continuum in relation both to our enforcement and counter-terrorism responsibilities as well as our responsibility to administer trade and travel efficiently.  I.N.S. has been trifurcated, if you will -- there are two other agencies besides CBP.  The relationships and the interrelationships that existed in I.N.S. have to continue.  There are linkages to the services side, there are linkages to I.C.E.  We're working with other new agencies in DHS -- with TSA in terms of our responsibility for border security and working on how we organize and integrate ourselves to accomplish that efficiently and without stepping on each other's toes.  But there's a great deal going on in the interagency arena.  You have U.S.-VISIT with a number of agencies represented on that working group, including CBP.  Obviously, that's going to have a tremendous effect on our work at the ports and we're working actively in that environment.  Working with the C.I.S. and I.C.E. as well and the new student system on SEVIS.  There's a wide range of activities going on across a very, very broad spectrum of agencies, really, within and outside DHS.  

RICHARD GREENE: We're talking about rolling out unified primary, about consolidated counter-terrorism secondary.  Jay, what does all that mean?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: What it does is really develops a unified primary where we're bringing up legacy Customs Inspectors to work primary to help with the processing of people coming into the country.  A lot of people also misname this as a pilot program.  This is initial implementation at eight airports around the country.  We started at Dulles.  We're going to JFK, at Newark, Miami, Atlanta, Houston, as well as Los Angeles and San Francisco.  And we need to continue to advance this process because a key component of it as well is the counter-terrorism secondary, where, again, you have the three legacy federal inspection agencies that have devoted to bring their levels of expertise.  And we're looking at all the different mission-critical elements that are there and we're trying to determine a counter-terrorism secondary.

RICHARD GREENE: Mary, how about in that secondary area for Agriculture?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: Certainly the expertise and skills of the agricultural officers will continue to be valued and used.  But I do want to say something about the unified primary, and it is that unified primary gives us a greater opportunity -- of those persons who are in unified primary, they will receive a certain level of training that will heighten their awareness for all of the various missions that we have to carry out in CBP.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: We bring the knowledge and disciplines of the legacy agencies to bear in a single process so that the needs, all of the legacy mission needs, are met in a single process.  It also permits us, with counter-terrorism secondary, to focus on our principal mission.

RICHARD GREENE: Mike, for years, each agency had its own chain of command.  Now we're CBP.  What's being done to unify the chain of command?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: Oh, that's an area where we moved very, very quickly and very decisively upon the reorganization on March 1st.  Immediately, Interim Port Directors and Interim Directors of Field Operations were appointed at all locations.  There was no confusion, or shouldn't have been, on the part of any employee about who they were working for.  Basically, we moved into the legacy Customs arrangement, which existed and was, I think, the optimum organizational solution, certainly for March 1, and I think in the future.  It provides a very clear chain of command, provides clear accountability and responsibility on the part of the Port Directors and the Directors of Field Operations.  So that's an area where I think we, as I say, we moved very effectively and very quickly.

RICHARD GREENE: Was there an effect on the chain of command from the Agriculture standpoint?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: In some instances, but I think we certainly embrace the implementation of a single chain of command.  Coming on the heels of September 11th and other events that need to have someone that is centrally responsible for various ports were identified as being a critical need. 

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Dick, I think when you take a look at the threat of terrorism on this country; you have to have a national centralized approach to dealing with the threat of terrorism.  In order to do that, you have to have a centralized national office as well as a very clear and concise chain of command down to the ports of entry.  And as Mike stated, we did move very swiftly to get that in place for March 1st because we have over 300 ports of entry around the field, locations that needed to have a single person in charge, accountable and responsible.  Since March 1st, we also went to two different levels of alert level orange that required us to have a higher level of intensity and very consistent, uniform procedures in place across the country because, again, as this is a national threat, we need to have clear consistency and uniformity in the operational procedures.  This has really brought that for us and I think that's a key for us.  And we need to continue to develop this process further, but we've got the interim’s, we hope to make them permanent very soon.  And in fact, we've just recently named the permanent Field Directors and we'll start with the Port Directors very shortly.

RICHARD GREENE: When we had the other legacy agencies before March 1st, each one of them had port directors.  How does this chain of command affect them?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: Well, again, a single person in charge, however, there's still a person that is the senior leader for the legacy components as well, for Immigration, Agriculture, and Customs to continue to provide the day-to-day technical supervision and what needs to be done with those legacy missions.  As we move forward though, make no mistake, there is a single CBP Port Director in charge of every port of entry around the country.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: We see that the leadership is being exhibited at the various levels and that the responsibility for the port, there's a clear chain of command and that responsibility is clearly understood by all the employees.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: But this is a process of evolution and development, and the fact is, we need the knowledge, the skills of the people that were in those roles and we're going to continue to rely on them to deliver basically good decision making and good information about the missions of the legacy agencies.

RICHARD GREENE: Mary, we've talked about responsibilities -- how about Agriculture's responsibilities in this whole standup of CBP?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: Well, very much a part of it is to learn a new mission, that being the primary mission of Customs and Border Protection, the anti-terrorism mission.  But also, it is to continue to do the work that we value them to perform -- the inspection of passengers, cargo, means of conveyance, and to continue to interdict plants and animal diseases that might infect this country.

RICHARD GREENE: What does "musters,” mean?  How does that actually benefit the employees?

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: I think musters are a really effective way for delivering critical information to the employees.  If there's information that they need to focus on during the workday, having that muster at shift change is a very, very good way to get that information to them.  If there are changes in procedures, changes in regulations of which they need to be aware, again, the muster is a very effective way of getting that information to the Inspector.  It's also a very good way for management to get feedback from the Inspectors about what's affecting their work on the line and what their needs are in terms of their work.

RICHARD GREENE: One of the things about “On The Line” is it goes very quickly and we're quickly running out of time. Jay, let's start with you.  You have any closing comments you'd like to make?

ASSISTANT COMMISSIONER AHERN: I think the closing comment I want to make is that, you know, Commissioner Bonner has stated many times, and I know I have when we've had our Field Directors in one of these previous sessions of "On The Line", but no agency in the federal government has a greater responsibility for protecting the homeland at the ports of entry than Customs and Border Protection.  We need to make sure that we maintain our high level of vigilance all the time when we're out there on the line.  And we need to provide continuing support from our headquarters down to make sure that we clearly outline what the expectations are as we move forward with this integration of this new workforce.  But I think it's a good foundation we're going to build upon for the future and I think there's great things to come.

RICHARD GREENE: Chief, from the Border Patrol, how about a closing comment from you?

CHIEF DE LA VIÑA: We are all responsible for protecting our borders, at the ports of entry and between the ports of entry; therefore, it is critical that we work together as a team.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER CRONIN: I just want to be sure that every Inspector and every Border Patrol Agent heard what Jay and the Chief just said, that their responsibilities, their work, has never been more critical and more important to the country.  That's something they should carry with them every day on the job.

ASSOCIATE COMMISSIONER NEAL: Just that focusing on the mission from day one has been something that we have tried to share with all the officers and all the men and women on the line and that we'd like for them to continue to focus on the mission and help us to create the best agency that we can create.

RICHARD GREENE: Well, I think we are just about out of time.  I'd like to thank Jay and Mary for joining us, along with Michael and Chief, for joining us today. And I'd like to thank all of you for being with us. So until next time, I'm Richard Greene. Be safe "On The Line".

