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Air Cargo Security: Federal Screening Must Be Part of the Solution

As any participant in the air cargo industry knows, Congress enacted the Implementing Recommendations of the 9-11 Commission Act of 2007 last year and mandated that 100 percent of all air cargo flown on passenger airplanes be screened by August of 2010 (with 50% being screened by February 2009).

In response to the Congressional screening mandate, TSA has announced that it will develop a multi-layered approach to transportation security that will have minimal impacts on the facilitation of trade. According to TSA, this strategy will rely on screening by airlines and participation in a new Certified Cargo Screening Program (CCSP) that will allow freight forwarders and other IAC’s to conduct screening at off-airport sites so long as a proper chain of custody is maintained until the cargo is placed on a plane.

The Air Cargo Security Alliance applauds TSA’s commitment to a multi-layered approach to air cargo security and the creation of the CCSP program. However, ACSA believes that CCSP must be a complement to – rather than a substitute for – a federal air cargo screening program at America’s airports. 

As currently envisioned by TSA, the CCSP program would require a participating company to purchase screening equipment, acquire (or already own) warehouse space to facilitate the screening, hire and train employees to conduct the cargo screening and send all of its cargo through such screening facilities. 

Although there are some companies which can afford these types of investments, there is simply no way that the vast majority of the 4,200 IACS nationwide have the financial resources that participation in such a program would require. 

In response to a recent question regarding the options that a company which doesn’t participate in CCSP would have to ship their cargo, TSA stated that the company could (1) ship their cargo using FedEx, (2) ship their cargo using a company that participates in CCSP, or (3) don’t ship. Such a response is senseless – and the attitude that it reveals towards the thousands of small businesses that make up the air cargo industry nationwide is reckless.

In the 2007 Act that created these screening requirements, Congress instructed TSA to establish an air cargo screening program “commensurate with” the passenger screening program already run by TSA. Such a program should provide screening at the airports (where all of the screening which is already being done on narrow-body planes and at class C airports is currently taking place) and allow the screened cargo to go onto any airline that is shipping air cargo. The program should also reimburse any airline that is currently conducting screening for the costs of such screening and should work in conjunction with (not replace) the CCSP program. Such a program would ensure that the entire air cargo industry would retain the ability to service their customers and maximize the flow of cargo at our airports.

Air freight forwarders are as diverse as the shipping community they service. They come in all sizes and offer “niche” services as well as a full menu of offerings from managed global transportation to warehousing, distribution, trade compliance, and even financial services. The small to mid-size forwarder with an entrepreneurial bent can provide equally competitive service offerings as multi-national companies given a level playing field.  However, TSA’s proposed cargo screening regime will take away that level playing field and force the small to mid-size forwarders and IACS to face insurmountable costs and logistical hurdles before they could even enter the market-place. For many, the TSA proposal is a threat to their very existence. 

The Air Cargo Security Alliance is dedicated to ensuring a level playing field and to protecting all segments of the air cargo industry. Over the last couple of months, ACSA has grown to over 225 members from 45 states, successfully reached out to many trade associations with interests in the air cargo industry, and worked closely with members of both the House and the Senate to ensure that the voices of all of the air cargo industry are heard on this most important issue. 

