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Admiral Steven Abbot

In my estimation it is the worst job in the government to be the Homeland Security Advisor to the President. If nothing happens to compromise the safety and security of people in this country, they would say we have spent too much money and wasted our time. If something happens, they’ll say: “You didn’t do enough”.

The 9/11 attacks were a continuation of a series of events from the previous ten years. One of the most important events that led up to 9/11 was the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995.  Others include: the gas attack in the Tokyo subway by Aum Sinrikyo, bombing of the U.S. Embassies’, & the USS Cole incident. Legislation passed by the U.S. Congress named after Senators Nunn, Lugar and Domenici began to put money into dealing with the ability of the U.S. in the management of domestic threats. So, we had some money allocated for these types of events. But we didn’t spend them strategically. Homeland security is like a bottomless pit, and the money was not spent in a strategic way. 

It was also the era when some studies were done, e.g. the Gilmore Commission. Gilmore was the Governor of Virginia. His study, Homeland Security and other important national security issues were congressionally authorized. We had another legislation passed in early 2000. Then we had the National Preparedness Review that emerged in the summer of 2001. There was a tremendous amount of good solid effort put into domestic security, and notably there has not been a significant terrorist incident in the U.S. since 9/11. 

The Patriot Act, passed in the fall of 2001, was an attempt by Congress to legislate additional authority, or the Justice Department, to collect information from private citizens about their enterprises and people. This has become a controversial issue. This means that the government was able to perform wiretaps, e.g. with more ease than has been the case in the past. It significantly affects civil liberties. But still some Congressmen argue even to extend the Patriot Act provisions. Dozens of them will expire this year, unless they are renewed by the Congress. All this refers to the principal question: “How much intrusion and information are you willing to permit government to collect in order to ensure domestic security?”
In terms of reorganization of the U.S. government the most significant issue was the creation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). Since the times of President Lyndon Johnson, we have not created new departments with the exception of the Departments of Transportation and Education. Generally, we wanted to resist growing government beyond certain levels. Some significant things have been accomplished, e.g. establishment of the TCA or the Transportation Security Administration, and the U.S. Northern Command, although it didn’t become operational for a while longer. We have created a centralized place to collect intelligence about terrorism – the Terrorist Threat Integration Center (TTIC). Reorganization also occurred in the U.S. Intelligence Community. Now we have a new system of alerts. But we are compelled to admit that it is not a very popular system. Why? Because the essential groundwork for an effective alert system is good intelligence. 

Over the last three years the quality of the system came into question. It was not the U.S. public but the American private sector that reacted rather negatively to five Orange Alerts. As they are responsible for their own equipment and infrastructure, gas pipeline companies began flying helicopter patrols along their pipelines. Wal-Mart was bringing in additional security and guards, and they did it faithfully whenever asked to, on five separate occasions. And it costs Millions and Millions of dollars. And they said to the government: “You have got to do better” than this. 

Talking about the intelligence culture, in the U.S. we have a classical separation between the CIA, or external intelligence, and the FBI that does internal intelligence. We don’t think they were talking together very well before 9/11. As a result, we decided to change that. But despite the reorganization process, it’s hard to change the culture within the CIA and the FBI. The CIA tends to string people along, and the FBI likes to string people up. The end result is that the two cultures didn’t mix well. They have been forced to marry in some institutional ways in a new organization – TTIC. Now it has become the National Counter-Terrorism Center (NCTC). But still there is a problem to make these organizations work effectively across their boundaries in cooperative and fruitful ways. 

The structure of the Homeland Security Agency was devised in the basement of the White House in the spring of 2002. It was after we had a major attempt in December to persuade the cabinet officers in the U.S. government that in fact we needed to change the organization. Those officers said no, we don’t want it. And the President said “you need to go more on this”. Afterwards he approved the reorganization of 22 separate agencies into the DHS, which included the Coast Guard, the Transportation Security Administration, and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), an organization used to dealing with natural disasters, e.g., hurricanes, fires etc. 
                          

Any reorganization consumes additional resources. Not all of these organizations were dealing with security threats; e.g., some dealt with immigration processes. But you should be aware that this organization had to be self-transformed in January of 2003 after the new Secretary assessed its performance.  

In the U.S., despite the fact that we have a single department there is no one coherent, functional piece of government. All of our agencies have a component of responsibilities while protecting the country; all have to cooperate in order to graduate. There is the President of the National Security Council (NSC), who cooperates with four major players, participating in the NSC. And those are often engaged in a strong dialog and are making difficult decisions, such as “Should we go to war in Iraq?” It is important to emphasize that agreements and consensus do not always result from those meetings, but there are 4 principle agreements.    
There is a legislative element, which is a reflection of the fact that in the three-partial systems of government, nothing ultimately happens without money. The Senate and the House of Representatives, authorizing and appropriating committees, and caucuses that represent specific interests, are all the people and organizations that are influenced to make decisions about implementation. And their discussion is basically about “show me where the money comes from”.        

Compared to the mid-1990’s, there is a huge increase in spending for Homeland Security: from less than $10 billion a year at that time to more than $50 billion dollars expected in 2006. $50 billion is a great deal of money. But if it’s put up in contrast to the DoD budget, you can see that the DHS’s spending is in fact a small fraction of the DoD’s money. Much of the DHS’s spending is attributable to existing personnel structures in places such as the Customs and Border Patrol, and the Immigration Service.  

