March 15, 2006

TO:   THE PEOPLE OF LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT 8

THE STORM OVER OUR PORTS

An Arab country managing our ports sounds like something right out of “Alice in Wonderland.”   Thank goodness, Dubai Ports World (DPW), which is owned by the United Arab Emirates (UAE), backed out of the deal to manage six major U. S. ports, New York, Newark, New Jersey, Miami, Philadelphia, New Orleans and the Port of Baltimore.  Public and bipartisan Congressional opposition can be credited for forcing Dubai Ports World out of the deal.   If anything positive came out of the controversy it is that it focused a glaring spotlight on the deplorable state of port security.

To believe that Dubai management of major ports would not have been a threat to our security is tantamount to believing in the tooth fairy.  And I don’t believe in the tooth fairy.  Bipartisan outrage in Congress has resulted in Republicans and Democrats working together to pass legislation banning companies owned or controlled by foreign government from acquiring U. S. port operations.

Those who supported the Dubai deal contend that the U. S. Coast Guard will continue to be responsible for port security.  But let’s face it, a company managing the cargo at a port will interface with every aspect of port operations, including shipping practices, security data and potential vulnerabilities.  And our ports are extremely vulnerable.

Ever since 9/11, port security has been the stepchild of Homeland Security.   Since 9/11, the federal government has pumped $20 billion into airport security, but only a shameful $700 million into port security.   In the past five years, the Port of Baltimore has received only $11.3 million in federal port security grants.  Little has changed in port security since 9/11.   About 9 million cargo containers enter our ports each year.   Only 5% to 10% are ever inspected.

The Baltimore Sun 2005 report on port security is downright shocking.   The report noted that alarm systems frequently malfunctioned and were turned off.  There were not enough port police to operate the patrol boats.  Many gates were unmanned and there were gaping holes in perimeter fences.

The demands from state and national elected representatives for stronger port security have been ignored.   So far, the only positive thing to come from the Dubai controversy is that it has highlighted the deplorable state of port security.

Please do not hesitate to contact me on this or any other legislative issue of concern to you.   As always, I encourage and welcome your input.
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