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Shortchanging Security

he Associated Press headline picked up by newspapers across the country last week said 
it all: "Air Marshal Program Could Be Cut, Despite Hijacking Threat." That was not 

exactly welcome news to millions of Americans at the height of the summer travel season, and 
the ensuing uproar helped kill the proposed spending cuts. Yet sadly enough, the story line was 
all too familiar. The Bush administration and Congressional leaders in Washington have been 
too reluctant to devote enough resources to protect the nation against terrorism. 

A sense of complacency at this time would be inexcusable under any circumstances, but it is 
reckless when intelligence points to the likelihood of more terrorist attacks on aviation. 
President Bush called it a "real threat" at his press conference last week. The government is so 
concerned, it now requires travelers who need a visa to visit the United States to obtain one 
when merely changing planes here, say, en route to Paris from Rio. 

Federal airport screeners and airlines have also been put on notice that Al Qaeda terrorists may 
be adapting cameras or other electronic devices into weapons. Aviation security has been 
substantially upgraded since the Sept. 11 attacks, but airliners remain the most alluring terrorist 
target all the same. 

That is why it would be so wrong to roll back the air marshal program now. As the mounting 
threats were disclosed, a leaked memo from an official with the federal air marshal service cited 
budgetary concerns in urging regional offices to drop flights requiring overnight stays. The war 
on terror, apparently, must be waged on a day trip.

On Sunday, appearing on the NBC News program "Meet the Press," Tom Ridge, Homeland Security Secretary, conceded that the 
juxtaposition of proposed spending cuts and new threats amounted to an "unusual sequence of events." We'll say. He then 
reassured viewers that there would be no curtailment in the air marshal program that puts thousands of undercover law-
enforcement agents on an undisclosed number of flights. 

Mr. Ridge did not address the budgetary constraints faced by the Transportation Security Administration, the agency within his 
department established in the aftermath of the Sept. 11 attacks. The agency has received nearly $1 billion less than it has sought 
from Congress, forcing layoffs and the postponement of air marshal training. 

Inadequate resources have also been devoted to the securing of airport perimeters and cargo facilities, not to mention ports and 
energy plants. These needs must be addressed. 
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