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BODY 

Almost always, these guys talk with a Southern drawl. In New York, the guy that I met in the hotel bar on the evening between the two days of the recent Maritime Security conference, described his views on fighting terrorism. 

With the finest Appalachian lilt, (revealing origins back in West Virginia or perhaps the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains), he suggested that if he were in charge of borders and protecting waterfronts he would shoot first and then start opening containers. 

Indeed, the Smith and Wesson booth at the show was as busy as those of Heimann Systems or Rapiscan, so such thinking is perhaps alive and well. 

SUBHEAD

Maritime culture clash

Here we go again, maritime culture coming ashore to clash with another mature industry already grounded with its own jargon, acronyms and war stories. Except in this case, the often embellished tales of hardship, suffering, and victory were crafted during real wars and military campaigns. “Shoot first”, “Move out”- us maritime types will need to get reacquainted with the brave new world. 

For two days at the New York show, held at the sometimes inaccessible but cavernous (once you got there) Javits Center, I was able to see it all from the vantage point of the booth where I was luring in people with stripes. 

A sure sign of cultures clashing is the multitude of strangers walking around, many in military or law enforcement garb, representing fresh faces at least to grizzled maritime veterans. 

A few maritime friends did come by, mainly advertising types looking for fresh quarry or rival conference organizers with similar intentions. As the conference season unfolds, we will be bombarded by speeches, sponsorships and booths on security topics, all coming at a time of great uncertainty as to legislation at both national and international levels. 

There are other signs of deeper clashes underway. Security culture, whether of the “shoot first” variety or the more common “step over here while we inspect” style, is disruptive and antithetical to supply chains as we know them today. 

SUBHEAD

Union battle

On container docks in the Western USA, the entrenched Longshoremans Union is fighting hard (perhaps for its very survival) against tech induced reductions in the ranks of dockside clerks and tallymen. 

One demand was that new jobs, created by landside technology at increasingly automated terminals, be considered Union positions. 

By late September, amidst stalled negotiations, West Coast ports were seeing work slowdowns and stoppages. 

And now, as Scientific Applications International Corporation (SAIC) has scored big with more Vehicle and Cargo Inspection Systems (VACIS) gamma ray scanning equipment, this time in ports south of Vancouver, B.C., dockworkers are afraid of radiation doses and are refusing to drive the boxes past the mobile scanners. 

Does this remind you of seafarers who are resisting biometric data basing and credentialing systems (who were at other booths in the show)? 

SUBHEAD

The cargo manifest

Security culture is also having some break-in pains. Maybe “get the cargo manifest first” should replace “shoot first” in the argot of cargo inspections, a move now suggested by U.S. Customs. 

In a highly publicized case in the week prior to the Security show, boxes of painted ceramic tiles aboard the “Palermo Senator” bound from La Spezia and Valencia (“the tile capital of the Mediterranean”- according to some importer buddies), which had docked in the Port of  New York, were setting off radiation pagers, which then started a mad scramble. 

The ship was quickly escorted out to a secure anchorage outside the Port, and then delayed several days while boxes were studied with advanced detection equipment. 

It is well known that certain pigments (especially yellow, as in “yellowcake”) emit low levels of radiation. Had the manifests been made available to authorities prior to the Coast Guard’s very correct response, time may have been saved and fears could have been quelled. 

Suspect readings could have been quickly linked to a commodity known to set off gamma counters, such as those produced by Thermo Electron Corp, whose booth was also seeing a lot of action at Javits. 

SUBHEAD

Scanning equipment 

The Security Expo’s timing in mid September was not coincidental. Nor was ABC TV News airing during a Sept 11 retrospective of a successful attempt to smuggle a canister of depleted radioactive material into New York harbour, aboard a big P&O Nedlloyd vessel after being trans-shipped from its loadport in the Eastern Mediterranean.
In one of the first in the new genre of supply chain horror stories, the shipment in a box, and then eventually in a big container, sailed through each checkpoint. It was targeted for x-ray examination in New York by U.S. Customs, who did run it through a scanning device but then failed to recognize a possible hazard before sending it to a warehouse under the Brooklyn Bridge (across the River from New York’s financial district). 

Just a hint to scanner makers, help all the beleaguered machine operators by adding pattern recognition enhancements. 

The weak link, as demonstrated by the ABC News case, is the human operators who must identify shapes and images on a screen. The scanning equipment, supposedly a final layer in a security system starting at the point of loading, worked just fine. The people at the operator console did not.

I pondered all this at the SAIC booth, where videos of the trailer sized VACIS were being shown off, and foot traffic was brisk. 

Likewise, at the booths of Rapiscan, L3, and Heimann Systems, all of whom are also offering technologies for peering through 20 and 40 foot boxes, there was a steady flow of visitors. 

SUBHEAD

Integrating technologies

As I watched all the folks in uniforms milling around the booths, I asked myself, half rhetorically, about how an integrator would go about linking inspection technologies to the supply chain? 

Could an intelligent container seal receive an alert signal generated as a data mining application flashing a warning and could this alert indicator then be used to flag boxes that would be scanned, non intrusively, with x-rays and gamma rays? 

Consider the question a different way- if you overlay on a map the locations of the U.S. Customs CSI initiative (in large ports around the world) with the locations where SAIC’s VACIS units or Heimann’s CargoVision trucks are on the ground, is there any attempt to integrate the new equipment into existing supply chains? 

It may be early days, but perhaps containers flagged for inspection could be stowed together. Or, as big carriers choose ports, will they now try to dodge the big hubs, where security has increased the cost of doing business, and schedule port calls down the road? Better re-program those ship routing algorithms!

We can get at some tentative answers in roundabout ways. Vendors such as SAIC and Heimann talk about scanning entire boxes in 1 minute, thereby promising throughput rates of 50 – 60 boxes per hour, as well as increased revenues from Customs collections. 

The vendors stress the portability of the huge scanners, enabling them to be quickly moved around a large yard. But these answers do not address the much deeper problem of retrofitting security into the supply chain. 

Consider that numerous business organizations, and even some U.S. trade partners, all of whom know very well that extra time equals increased business cost and non competitiveness, have opposed U.S. Customs new rules requiring that containers be transported to loading terminals in advance of the vessel arrival, to permit Customs inspections abroad. 

How is a leaky final security layer going to do its job if the primary layers are facing an uphill fight from business who have invested $Billions in streamlined supply chains? 

RELEVANT WEBSITES

Maritime Security Expo www.maritimesecurityexpo.com
Heimann Systems www.heimannsystems.com
Rapiscan www.rapiscan.com
Scientific Applications International Corporation www.saic.com
Thermo Electron Corp www.thermo.com
L3 www.l3com.com
