On January 15, the Senate Homeland and Governmental Affairs Committee held a hearing on the nomination of Arizona Gov. Janet Napolitano to serve as the next Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).  We wanted to provide some highlights of her verbal remarks as well as a snapshot of issues raised by lawmakers.  A copy of Gov. Napolitano’s written statement can be found at http://hsgac.senate.gov/public/_files/011509Napolitano.pdf.
 

Chairman Joseph Lieberman (I/D-CT) said he supports Gov. Napolitano and that he hopes the Senate will vote next Wednesday (1/21) to approve her nomination.  He stressed that he wants the committee to pass a DHS authorization bill this year.  Other priorities include reauthorizing DHS’s chemical security program.  Lieberman stressed that he is against removing FEMA from DHS.  Ranking Member Susan Collins (R-ME) emphasized her interest in border and port security as well as working with the private sector on critical infrastructure protection and cyber security.

 

1. Highlights from Gov. Napolitano’s comments:

 

Border security and immigration: Border security and immigration were key issues raised at the hearing.  In questioning from Chairman Lieberman, Gov. Napolitano said border security and immigration require a “systemic approach” to be effective, including accounting for boots on the ground (deploying personnel correctly); technology (using ground sensors, like SBInet, to augment manpower); fencing (especially around urban centers near the nation’s borders); and interior (“This is where employer [enforcement] comes in, she said.”).  The governor said she wants to work with the Department of Justice and state attorneys general to increase prosecutions against employers who hire illegal immigrants.

 

Congressional oversight: Sen. George Voinovich (R-OH) said it is “absolutely unacceptable” that DHS leadership has to testifying before more than 85 Congressional committees and subcommittee.  Gov. Napolitano did not comment.  Chairman Lieberman said he knows the situation is not good but didn’t think the committee could help DHS legislatively.

 

Cyber security: In her opening statement, Gov. Napolitano emphasized DHS’s mission to protect our national cyber infrastructures.  In questioning from Sen. Tom Carper (D-DE), who raised Russia’s reported cyber attacks on Georgia and Estonia, the governor said she understands that cyber threats against the U.S. are not diminishing but increasing.  “We’re at the beginning of ‘attacking the attacks,’” she said.  DHS has a central role to play in protecting cyberspace, and she plans to beef up its cyber staff.  Napolitano said that President-elect Obama has called for a national, coordinated strategy to protect cyberspace.

 

DHS/FEMA organization: “My key focus will be making DHS work better, instead of ‘moving boxes around,’” Napolitano stressed to the committee.  I want the department to have a “unified vision,” she said.

 

Exercises/TOPOFF: Gov. Napolitano said that earlier this week, Bush administration officials and her transition team conducted a tabletop exercise involving IEDs.  She said this follows on the heels of some exercises that President-elect Obama’s national security advisors have conducted in recent months.  In questioning from Sen. Collins, who supports the TOPOFF exercises, Gov. Napolitano said that while she “philosophically supports” the TOPOFF exercises, they are too big and infrequent and lack timely feedback.  “I still haven’t gotten feedback from a 2007 exercise,” she noted.

 

Interoperability: Aside from border security and immigration, the issue of interoperable radios was frequently raised as a key concern by committee members.  Gov. Napolitano said the key challenge is lack of funding to the state and local governments to buy radios that are interoperable.  “But, it’s not only a money issue,” she said: “I’m not sure we have the right people talking to the right people.”  Gov. Napolitano said DHS needs to take a leadership role on interoperability.

 

Real ID: In response to questioning from Sen. Daniel Akaka (D-HI) regarding the Real ID program, which he said is flawed, Gov. Napolitano said Arizona rejected implementing the program because it would have been a huge financial burden.  “It’s another unfunded mandate,” she said.  Congress and DHS need to work more collaboratively with governors if the program is to be improved.

 

Transportation security: When asked by Sen. Collins about emerging threats that DHS needs to focus on, Gov. Napolitano said the department needs to focus on the “gaps” where other departments are not focusing.  She noted that transportation security – particularly rail and public transit security rather than aviation – is an area she plans to focus early on as secretary.

 

Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative (WHTI): There is a competing tension between allowing people to travel freely across borders and providing security to keep out bad actors, the governor said.  DHS needs to accomplish both, and it will require creativity on our part.

 

2. Issues raised by senators (abbreviated):

 

Lieberman (I/D-CT):

* Comprehensive immigration reform will be crucial

* Rail and transportation system security is a priority with 14 M mass transit riders daily

* Pew Center – TSA ranked high; border security ranked low

* Terrorist watch list – visa waiver countries a concern

* Treatment of asylum seekers and high security prisoner issues

 

McCain (R-AZ) (introduced nominee):

* Immigration reform (willing to be helpful)

* Gov. Napolitano has strong border security experience and demonstrated leadership

 

Collins (R-ME):

* Cyber security is a priority

* Government must continue to learn from the private sector

* Continued CIP focus is critical

* FEMA is greatly improved and should be kept in DHS

* FEMA to continue its all hazards response

* Interoperability continues to be a major issue

* TOPOFF exercises have been helpful – information sharing, budget, etc.

* Additional funding is needed by the Coast Guard for it to accomplish its mission

 

Voinovich (R-OH):

* DHS must hire and retain the right people

* 9/11 report called for more streamlined oversight (88 committees/subcommittees retain oversight)

* Visa Waiver Program – GAO recommendations

* PASS Card (U.S. Passport Card) for air travel – interest in Canadian relationships

* Interoperability (Ohio)

 

McCaskill (D-MO):

* Worker identification and verification (E-Verify)

* Common screening procedures

 

Akaka (D-HI):

* Price of security should not be to impinge on personal liberties

* Real ID – problematic

* Collective bargaining voted down; concerned with morale in the department

 

Tester (D-MO):

* No comprehensive northern border strategy

* Greater focus on small business contractors/sub-contractors

 

Landrieu (D-LA):

* Interoperability still a major concern

* Continued (re)investment is crucial

* Katrina rescue highlighted DHS (FEMA) leadership issue at that time 

 

Levin (D-MI):

* Northern border coverage inadequate – personnel allocations should meet the requirements of the law

* Demonstration grants in the border states

* Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations – corrupt individuals taking refuge in this country – role for DHS?

Carper (D-DE):

* Cyber security is a critical issue 

* Rail and tunnel security must become a stronger focus

* Concerns about continued DHS (re)organization

