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Action Item:   
 

�x Explaining the benefits of and reasons for Secure Flight to travelers, especially international 
travelers, requires a more concerted communications plan.  The new Administration should 
fully support passage of H.R. 3232 (as introduced in the 110th Congress), the Travel 
Promotion Act, which would enable DHS to partner with the private sector to create a multi-
million dollar campaign to explain the need for these security programs to foreign travelers.  



TSA SCREENING PROCESS AND TECHNOLOGY 
TRANSITION BRIEFING PAPER 

DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY 
 

 
BACKGROUND:  The most visible component of the Transportation Security Administration’s (TSA) 
multi-layered aviation security strategy is the passenger and baggage screening process.  At U.S. airports, 
passengers must walk through magnetometers designed to detect metallic objects – and increasingly other 
items – on the body.  A passenger’s carry-on luggage is simultaneously passed through imaging systems 
that seek to identify prohibited items, including liquids, explosives or metallic objects like large knives or 
other weapons.  Additional screening technology is used at the checkpoint to, as needed, identify the 
presence of explosives, further assess the presence of metal on a passenger and determine if explosives 
are present in a liquid-bearing container.  Long lines, occasionally poor customer service and inconsistent 
policies have frustrated many air travelers over the past several years.  A registered traveler program and 
the recent introduction of “diamond” self-select lanes based on a traveler’s familiarity with the security 
process, on the other hand, have earned positive reviews from travelers and industry alike.   
 
ISSUES FOR THE NEW ADMINISTRATION 
 

1. Set Overall Screening Technology Standards:  To date, TSA has failed to articulate – and 
follow through on – a risk-management philosophy that sets specific guidelines within which new 
technologies should be deployed.  Absent any established technological guidelines, TSA is unable 
to plan for the acquisition of new technology that will provide measureable security improvements 
and enhance the passenger’s experience at the checkpoint.   
 
Action Item: 
 
• Develop a risk management strategy that encourages the deployment of checkpoint 

technologies to scan people and carry-on luggage more effectively and efficiently.  The 
strategy should include technology standards that balance security and efficiency to best 
detect metals, liquids, explosives and other threats and manage potential risk. 

 
2. Develop and Deploy Next-Generation Screening Technology:  Over the years, screening 

technology has improved in throughput and alarm rates, yet the government has failed to make 
significant updates.  Additionally, new multi-threat portals that can detect explosives as well as 
metal have been developed, but not deployed.  Such technology enhances not only security but 
also efficiency for TSA and passengers alike. 

 
Action Items: 
 
• Develop requirements for a next-generation walk-through passenger portal that enhances 

security and mitigates passenger inconvenience by allowing for fewer false hits. 
• Continue testing new advanced technologies that more securely and efficiently process 

travelers through the TSA screening process and deploy those systems in a timely fashion so 
as to minimize passenger confusion and enhance the overall screening process. 

• Study the most cost-effective solution for deploying new inspection technology, and 
properly budget for incremental upgrades so as not to increase taxes on already burdened 
travelers.   

 
 



 
VISA WAIVER PROGRAM 

TRANSITION BRIEFING PAPER 
DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY 

 

 
BACKGROUND:  The Visa Waiver Program (VWP), created in 1986, is a critical tool for promoting travel 
to America and enhancing its public diplomacy efforts by permitting business and leisure travelers from 
34 countries to visit the U.S. for up to 90 days without obtaining a non-immigrant visitor visa.  In 2007, 
the countries in the VWP generated more than 15 million visits to the U.S. – roughly two-thirds of all 
overseas travelers – resulting in billions in spending for the economy.  The VWP also allows the federal 
government to strengthen our nation’s homeland security efforts by allowing it to shift resources towards 
screening visitors from higher risk countries.   
 
In 2007, the Administration and Congress strengthened the security requirements for VWP countries and 
offered the opportunity for several new countries to qualify for the program with passage of the 9/11 bill 
(Implementing the Recommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007).  In addition, to requiring new 
security benchmarks, the 9/11 bill gave the Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
waiver authority to allow new countries into the VWP if such country’s refusal rate for visa applications 
is 10 percent or less, versus the former standard of 3 percent or less.  This waiver authority, however, was 
contingent upon DHS verifying the departure of 97 percent of foreign nationals exiting through U.S. 
airports – first through biographic means and then transitioning to biometric collection by June of 2009.  
DHS granted seven countries (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia and South 
Korea), which have met the new security benchmarks, entrance into the VWP on November 17, 2008.  
 
ISSUES FOR THE NEW ADMINISTRATION 
 

1. Continue Expansion of the VWP:  In 2007, the U.S. welcomed two million fewer overseas 
visitors than it did in 2000 – despite an extraordinarily weak U.S. dollar and an additional 35 
million long-haul travelers worldwide.  Declining visitation to the U.S. carries steep costs to the 
U.S. economy, its competitiveness, and most of all to America’s public diplomacy efforts.  The 
addition of seven new VWP countries in 2008 is a good first step to reversing this trend, but the 
new Administration will need to quickly act to build on these efforts.   

 
Action Item:   
 
• A new list of potential VWP countries should be developed by the new Administration.  Other 

major international partners around the world that merit consideration include the remaining 
European countries, Israel, Taiwan, Argentina, Brazil and Chile.  Furthermore, significant 
resources need to be allocated to conduct VWP security country reviews and undertake 
negotiations with European countries and the EU. 
 

2. Devise a Solution for US-VISIT Exit:   DHS failed to develop a plan to collect biometrics from 
departing foreign visitors that Congress would support in 2008.  As a result, Congress directed 
DHS to conduct a series of pilots to examine the cost and efficiency of three different biometric 
collection points at airports.  Each pilot proposal (counter, checkpoint and gate) will require 
resources and cooperation from airports and airlines.  This, along with time needed to test the 
pilots, will undoubtedly delay the development of a final biometric air exit system beyond the 
June 30, 2009 Congressional deadline.   
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Action Item:   
 
• Continued expansion of the VWP will require that the new Administration work quickly with 

Congress to adjust the June 30, 2009 deadline to meet the new timeframe for development of a 
biometric exit program.  The Administration can work to gain Congressional support for 
delaying the June deadline by demonstrating that the existing biographic air exit system will 
effectively encourage and enforce compliance with U.S. immigration laws and allow for the 
development of meaningful data on visa overstay rates – both primary goals of a biometric exit 
system. 

 
3. Properly Implement ESTA:  One of the most important programs being developed by the 

Department of Homeland Security is the Electronic System for Travel Authorization (ESTA).  
Individuals traveling under the Visa Waiver Program, who have not been interviewed by a 
consular official, will be required to go online and submit a short form with biographical 
information (similar to that provided on the I-94 form currently) BEFORE traveling to the U.S.  
For nationals of countries newly admitted to the VWP, an ESTA is required effective November 
17, 2008.  For the 27 legacy VWP countries, ESTA will be required beginning January 12, 2009.  
ESTA is a critical and expansive new change in American entry policy for VWP travelers and 
must be implemented and communicated in an effective manner in order to ensure a proper 
balance between security and travel facilitation.   
 
Action Items:   
 
• The Administration should support immediate passage of the Travel Promotion Act (H.R. 

3232 in the 110th Congress) in order to establish a robust program to communicate to tens of 
millions of prospective visitors from VWP countries the process and benefits of ESTA.   

• The new Administration should direct DHS to immediately begin collecting an applicant 
processing fee for ESTA to cover the cost of running the ESTA system. 

• A non-Internet ESTA solution must be developed by DHS in partnership with the private 
sector to allow an ESTA to be issued at airport check-in counters, via phone reservations and 
through travel agents.   

• An adequate traveler redress system needs to be established for those individuals who are 
mistakenly denied ESTA approval.   

• DHS should work in partnership with the State Department to develop a plan to provide 
additional consular resources in VWP countries should the ESTA refusal rate require 
additional visa applications and thus negatively impact visa interview wait times. 

   
  
 



WESTERN HEMISPHERE TRAVEL INITIATIVE  
TRANSITION BRIEFING PAPER 

DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY 
 

 
BACKGROUND:  To implement Sec. 7209 of the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 
2004, which addressed travel documents and the so-called Western Hemisphere “exemption,” the 
Departments of State (State) and Homeland Security (DHS) created the Western Hemisphere Travel 
Initiative (WHTI), requiring all travelers (including U.S. citizens) to have a passport or other accepted 
document that established identity and citizenship upon entry or re-entry into the United States from 
Canada, Mexico, Bermuda, the Caribbean, and Central and South America.  The purpose of WHTI is to 
strengthen U.S. border security while facilitating the entry of U.S. citizens and legitimate international 
travelers through the use of standardized documentation that allows the federal government to quickly and 
reliably identify a traveler.   
 
The first phase of WHTI began on January 23, 2007 when a passport was required for all Western 
Hemisphere air travel into the U.S.  The second phase includes travel through land and sea ports-of-entry 
and, in addition to a passport, other acceptable travel documents will include the NEXUS travel card 
(U.S./Canada), the SENTRI travel card (U.S./Mexico), the more recently introduced U.S. passport card 
and enhanced driver’s licenses issued by state or provincial governments in the U.S. and Canada. 
 
Congress has acted more than once to extend the deadline for implementation of WHTI for land and sea 
travel into the U.S. to avoid creating gridlock at our borders and deterring cross-border travel and trade.    
Congress was forced to take this action because so few U.S. and Canadian citizens had passports and 
because of the lack of availability of alternative travel documents that qualify under WHTI.  As it stands 
currently, WHTI travel document requirements cannot be applied at land and sea ports-of-entry prior to 
June 2009, subject to several specific legislative requirements. 
 
In a related development intended to ease the transition to full land/sea operation of WHTI, DHS formally 
ceased accepting oral declarations of citizenship from U.S. and Canadian travelers entering at land border 
ports-of-entry starting January 31, 2008.  The government is asking travelers to present a government-
issued photo ID (driver’s license) and a birth certificate to enter by land, but is conducting “soft” 
enforcement during this “transition period” leading up to June 2009.   
 
ISSUES FOR THE NEW ADMINISTRATION: 
 

1. Facilitate Cross-Border Travel:  The Western Hemisphere Travel Initiative is a major change in 
law and tradition and has the potential to negatively impact cross-border travel and trade if not 
implemented correctly.  WHTI implementation for air travel proceeded smoothly (as expected) 
since most international air travelers already possessed a passport.  Only about half of Canadian 
citizens possess a passport, and the figure is even less for U.S. citizens.  Providing alternatives 
such as the U.S. passport card, enhanced driver’s licenses and other travel documents as options 
will also help in this process.   
 
Action Items:   
 
• Ensure State and DHS have completed all statutory requirements prior to full implementation 

of WHTI for land/sea travel in June 2009, especially including full installation of RFID (Radio 
Frequency Identification) document readers at all ports-of-entry and training for Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) officers. 
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• Closely monitor wait times at key border ports-of-entry to maintain the flow of cross-border 
travel and trade between the U.S. and Canada and Mexico. 

• Continue to certify new state enhanced driver’s license programs, and encourage Canadian 
provinces to create similar programs in order to facilitate continued Canadian travel into the 
United States.     

 
2. Conduct Aggressive Public Outreach:  Other than making qualified documents available to 

travelers and training and equipping CBP officers to enforce WHTI requirements, the most critical 
aspect of the entire program is communication.  In order to successfully introduce WHTI for land 
and sea travelers, visitors must be fully informed about the law, its requirements, and what options 
they have for securing required travel documents.  Confusion and concern on the part of the 
traveler will only serve to deter cross-border travel, and that could have a major negative impact 
on the U.S. economy.  CBP officers have been distributing informational “tear sheets” at border 
crossings, and the agency did finally launch a limited media promotion program in September 
2008, but much more is needed to inform hundreds of millions of prospective travelers about the 
WHTI requirements.   
 
Action Items:   
 
• Closely coordinate with top officials in Canada and Mexico on communication and notice 

concerning the full implementation of land/sea requirements in June 2009. 
• Support passage and implementation of the Travel Promotion Act (TPA), whose purpose it is 

to establish a public-private partnership to create a nationally coordinated strategic 
communications campaign to better inform international travelers about all U.S. security 
requirements.  This type of aggressive program would leverage the authority of the federal 
government and expertise of the private sector to better inform travelers about WHTI and 
many other programs and requirements (ESTA, Global Entry, VWP, US-VISIT, etc.) related 
to inbound international travel.   

   
 
 
 




