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Congress Should Expand Trusted Traveler Programs

and Private Airport Screeners
David Inserra

S everal months ago, President Obama announced
that the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) would provide work authorization and pro-
tection from deportation to as many as 5 million
unlawful immigrants. A serious side effect of this
action is the harmful redirection of attention and
resources away from other pressing homeland secu-
rity issues ranging from terrorism to institutional
reform at the DHS. The demands of implementing
the President’s sweeping order are such that Sec-
retary Jeh Johnson and other leaders at the DHS
will not have the time, money, manpower, or trust
of Congress to make needed reforms to these other
critically important areas. It falls to Congress to cor-
rect these misplaced priorities.

The Transportation Security Administration
(TSA) could benefit from significant changes and
reforms. Continuing to expand and strengthen
trusted traveler programs, such as PreCheck, will
increase the focus that TSA screeners spend on trav-
elers of higher or unknown risk. Additionally, the
TSA should be forced to expand the Screening Part-
nership Program (SPP) that saves the government
money and enhances productivity by allowing air-
ports to use private screeners with TSA oversight in
place of TSA screeners.

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at
http://report.heritage.org/ib4359
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Trusted Travelers

DHS has several trusted traveler programs that
provide participating low-risk travelers with access
to streamlined security, customs, and immigration
screening. These programs, including TSA Pre-
Check and Customs and Border Protection’s (CBP)
Global Entry and NEXUS, are all predicated on the
concept of risk-based security. The U.S. could treat
every individual who enters the U.S. as an equal
potential threat to U.S. security, or it could differ-
entiate between lower-risk individuals and those
who are greater risks or simply unknown. This risk-
based security allows the U.S. to use its limited secu-
rity resources more efficiently, focusing security on
individuals who are higher risks or unknown risks.

TSA PreCheck ensures participants usually
receive an expedited screening process, including
the ability to keep on shoes, belts, and light jack-
ets and to keep computers and liquids in their bags
at around 124 participating airports. To join Pre-
Check, individuals must apply at a TSA application
center and undergo a background check, be part of
other trusted traveler programs, or be a member
of the military or military academies. Additionally,
PreCheck occasionally includes frequent travelers
as well as randomly included individuals through
a process known as managed inclusion.! TSA Pre-
Check has grown from around 4,000 travelers in
December 2013 to just over 800,000 as of December
2014.2 While TSA is continuing to seek to grow TSA
PreCheck, concerns regarding security have been
raised by the Inspector General, the Government
Accountability Office (GAO), and others.? Security
assessments should be undertaken and heeded if
PreCheck is to remain a beneficial tool to the TSA.
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The other trusted traveler programs run by CBP
also require a background check and include Pre-
Check benefits for U.S. citizens and permanent
residents but also provide expedited immigration
and customs processing at airports or land borders
depending on the specific program.* Global Entry
is open to U.S. citizens and permanent residents as
well as citizens from several other nations including
Germany and South Korea, which allow U.S. citizens
tojoin an equivalent program. The NEXUS program
provides U.S. and Canadian citizens and residents
with expedited processing when travelling between
the two countries, while the SENTRI program expe-
dites processing through land ports of entry on the
U.S. southern border.” Reciprocal agreements, such
as those through the Global Entry program, should
be expanded to provide both the U.S. and other allies
with the security and convenience benefits of trust-
ed traveler programs.®

Congress and the DHS should:

= Improve security assessments. In order to con-
tinue the judicious growth of TSA PreCheck and
risk-based security, the TSA must conduct prop-
er security assessments and refine the screening
and vetting process to minimize security risks.

= Expand Global Entry reciprocity agreements.
The U.S. should look to build on existing partner-
ships, not only among nations already partici-
pating in Global Entry, but also with Visa Waiv-
er Program member countries, thus creating a
trusted travel superhighway that enhances secu-
rity and facilitates travel.

Private Screeners

While the DHS has advanced trusted traveler
programs, the same cannot be said of the Screening
Partnership Program (SPP) that substitutes private
screeners with TSA oversight in place of TSA screen-
ers. Created as a result of the Aviation and Trans-
portation Security Act of 2001, SPP allows airports
to opt out of federal screening so long as they can
show that private screening will not be more costly,
compromise security, or harm the effectiveness of
screening.”

Despite its potential benefits, SPP has had arocky
implementation, being suspended by the Obama
Administration before Congress restored it.® As of
January 2015, 21 airports were participating in SPP.°
There are multiple reasons that an increasing num-
ber of U.S. airports are using SPP, including produc-
tivity, cost, and security. In terms of productivity, a
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case study undertaken by the House Transportation
and Infrastructure Committee in 2011 found that
SPP screening was as much as 65 percent more effi-
cient than federal screeners.’® One reason for this
productivity gap could be the higher level of attrition
in the TSA than private screening. A related factor in
productivity could be better staffing measures rang-
ing from day-to-day scheduling to more efficient hir-
ing and union practices. Beyond just pure efficiency,
SPP airports also report improved customer service
from their private-sector screeners.

Productivity also bleeds over into consider-
ations of cost. A more productive workforce with
less attrition is less expensive to maintain and oper-
ate. Although TSA studies found SPP programs to be
more costly than government screening, they were
widely criticized, including by the GAO, for flawed
methodologies. When some of these flaws were cor-
rected, the TSA found SPP and government screen-
ing to be nearly equal in cost." Furthermore, the
Transportation Committee study found that when
considerations such as increases in productivity
were accounted for, the cost of the program fell dra-
matically. Together with smaller overhead costs and
lower levels of attrition, the SPP program is likely a
financial boon for most airports.

Importantly, costand productivityis notharming
security. Nearly every study undertaken, whether by
the TSA or others, has found that private screening
is at least as good as, if not better than, government
screeners in finding security threats.'?

It is for all these reasons that the vast majority of
European countries allow airports to provide their
own screening force or have a contractor provide it.'®
Sadly, the process to join and renew an SPP contract
remains mired in bureaucracy, taking as long as four

years." Rather than allow an airport to determine
the best way to provide screening, the SPP program
is micromanaged by the TSA, with the TSA select-
ing a screening contractor for each SPP airport. Fur-
thermore, the TSA has given its workforce collective
bargaining rights, pitting security and cost-effec-
tiveness against labor demands.'

Rather than allow the TSA to continue to make
bureaucratic and union-focused decisions, Con-
gress should:

= Simplify the SPP approval and contracting
process. The process for joining SPP should be
streamlined to make it easier for airports to apply
and TSA adjudication faster, fairer, and more
consistent. Airports joining SPP should also be
allowed to select and manage their own screen-
ing contractors from a list of TSA-approved com-
panies rather than continue the TSA’s microman-
aging of the program.

= Limit collective bargaining. Collective bar-
gaining in the screening line is harming security
and costing taxpayers and travelers. Congress
should expressly forbid the TSA from collec-
tive bargaining,.

Restoring Transportation Security

The TSA’s near complete control of transporta-
tion security, from top-level regulations to everyday
screening, is an overly bureaucratic mistake that
increases airport screening costs and harms efficien-
cy and even security. The SPP program answers this
problem by unravelling government inefficiencies
and substituting private-sector productivity and
cost-effectiveness. In combination with judiciously
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expanding risk-based trusted traveler programs that
also promote security, Congress and the TSA can
improve airport screening and security.
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