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Today I join the Chairman in welcoming Erroll Southers as the nominee for Assistant Secretary for the Transportation Security Administration.    

From its first day of operation, the TSA was given a critical assignment under extraordinary circumstances.  It was created to close the serious aviation security gaps that allowed terrorists to board airplanes, overpower the crews in-flight, and carry out deadly attacks against America on September 11, 2001.  
Eight years later, what was once seen as a new and fledgling agency has become an established security presence at the nation’s airports.  Every year, the TSA screens more than 600 million airline passengers.  The agency, through its screening and security efforts, has helped restore Americans’ confidence in air travel. 

While progress has been made, some security vulnerabilities persist.  For example, there have been troubling reports of undercover government inspectors being able to smuggle bomb components and weapons undetected through TSA security checkpoints.  To respond to these troubling findings, TSA must be aggressive in improving its screener training.  It also must develop new and innovative technologies to aid in the detection of threats.

The Secure Flight Program is a vital component in TSA’s effort to keep known and suspected terrorists from boarding commercial aircraft.  When fully implemented next spring, this program will allow TSA to screen passenger names against the government’s No Fly List, instead of entrusting that responsibility to the airlines.  

As TSA manages the Secure Flight Program, it must provide a better mechanism for passengers who believe they have been misidentified or put on the list in error.  Those passengers should be given an opportunity to provide information that proves they do not belong on the list or are not the individual who is on the list.  Our security measures must be designed not to unduly hamper legitimate travel, while preventing access to aircraft by our enemies.

But aviation isn’t the only sector of transportation that merits TSA’s vigilant security efforts.  The agency’s mission extends to other modes of transportation as well, including our mass transit system.  And this is for good reason.  We cannot focus all our resources on terrorist threats to aviation alone, as the threat does not stop there. 

We know that terrorists will continue to devise new strategies to penetrate our defenses, and TSA cannot be caught flat-footed by focusing only on the techniques terrorists employed in their last attack.  Our defenses must be nimble, and TSA must foster a culture of continuous improvement to respond to new challenges.

Among the innovative approaches that TSA has employed to add another layer of security to all transportation modes is the Visible Intermodal Protection and Response, or Viper, teams.  These teams bring together federal air marshals, transportation security officers, and canine units to conduct security sweeps at airports, seaports, and transit stations.  Two years ago, I saw them in action during demonstrations at Maine’s transportation facilities.  

Finally, we cannot forget the importance of the traveling public when it comes to identifying threats to mass transit.  The “see something, say something” public awareness campaign, and the legal liability protections that Chairman Lieberman and I included in the 2007 homeland security law for individuals who report suspicious activity, advance our security.  They help ensure that citizens will continue to provide critical warnings to government officials so that they can act before an attack.  Indeed, we should consider extending those protections to all individuals who, in good faith, report suspicious activities.
Mr. Southers has more than 30 years of experience in law enforcement.  He currently serves as the Assistant Chief of Homeland Security and Intelligence for the Los Angeles Airport – one of the nation’s busiest airports.  As a result, he knows first-hand that TSA must work with state and local government stakeholders and the private sector to improve our nation’s security.  I look forward to exploring with him how he would improve these partnerships.  
The important mission of TSA will require a focused and determined leader.  The security of our nation’s transportation systems depends upon it.
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Seldom has a nominee for Administrator of the Office of Federal Procurement Policy come before this Committee at a more critical time.  The federal acquisition system is under tremendous stress.  Between fiscal year 2000 and 2008, acquisition spending by the federal government expanded by 163 percent, from $205 billion to $539 billion.

The Office of Federal Procurement Policy plays a central role in shaping the policies and practices federal agencies use to acquire the goods and services they need to carry out their missions.  In doing so, the OFPP has an obligation to ensure that the federal acquisition system promotes the economy, efficiency, and effectiveness that provide the best value to taxpayers.

As a long time advocate for stronger competition, accountability, and transparency in government contracting, I applaud the steps the Administration has taken to improve federal contracting.  Many of these initiatives originated from legislation I co-authored with Senator Lieberman during the last Congress.

But no matter how many laws we pass or OMB guidance documents are issued, the effectiveness of our federal acquisition system depends on a vital human component – the acquisition workforce.

While contract spending has risen dramatically, the number of acquisition professionals who help plan, award, and oversee these contracts has been stagnant.  And with roughly half of the current acquisition workforce eligible to retire over the next decade, the difficulties of strengthening that workforce will become increasingly acute.  A well-trained and well-resourced acquisition workforce is critical to keeping pace with increased federal spending and much more complex procurements of goods and services.

The Administration has identified acquisition workforce development as a pillar for improving acquisition practices and contract performance.    
I am disappointed, however, by OFPP’s latest proposal to strengthen the acquisition workforce.  The five-year plan released a few weeks ago falls short of the critical changes that this Committee identified and mandated last year.  The plan lacks adequate analysis or substance to serve as a meaningful blueprint to bolster this overburdened cadre of professionals and to foster the training and development of analytical skills necessary to protect the taxpayers’ investment.

We must also consider current staffing levels within OFPP.  In many ways, they mirror the problems I just described in the overall federal acquisition workforce.  OFPP has broad responsibilities for procurement across the federal government, and a staff of roughly a dozen is simply inadequate.  This lack of staffing may explain why OFPP has become increasingly reactive to procurement failures – instead of working proactively to prevent them from occurring in the first place. 

Mr. Gordon brings with him more than 20 years of private and public experience in the federal acquisition system ranging from litigating and adjudicating bid protests, to teaching about the federal procurement system at a law school.  I look forward to hearing how Mr. Gordon would address these challenges if confirmed as the next OFPP Administrator.
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