Grant to raise Port of Hueneme security

Oxnard Harbor District to prepare for ID system
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Biometric screening, background checks and beefed up security are part of a new identification system coming to the Port of Hueneme.

On Monday, the board of directors for the Oxnard Harbor District accepted a grant for nearly half a million dollars from the Department of Homeland Security to help the port — which handled almost $6 billion in trade last year — buy into a nationwide port workers' identification system.

"This grant represents the excellent efforts of the Oxnard Harbor District to continue protecting the Port of Hueneme from the threat of terrorism," said Rep. Lois Capps D-Santa Barbara, in a letter to the district. "A safe port means a stronger economy and a better quality of life for Ventura County communities."

The Transportation Worker Identification Credential Program was conceived six years ago in the wake of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.

But the effort to screen the estimated 75,000 port workers and strictly control access to the nation's ports with a sophisticated tamper-proof identification card system proved problematic, with concerns over costs and privacy rights.

The first ID card system at the Port of Wilmington in Delaware is scheduled to be up and running next week.

While no date has been set for the program to start for port workers, longshoremen and truckers here, the $446,403 grant will be used by the Oxnard Harbor District to prepare for the coming identification system.

Mike Plisky, the Oxnard Harbor District board president, said security remains one of the board's top three priorities along with dredging and expanding.

Will Berg, a spokesman for the Port of Hueneme, said that during the past four years, about $900,000 in Homeland Security grants has been used to enhance security.

A large security fence now encircles the port with a gate operated by U.S. Navy personnel. The U.S. Coast Guard patrols the water. There are also plans to enhance the lighting and bolster the perimeter controls, Berg said.

Apart from a false alarm last year, there have been no security problems at the port.

"Knock on wood, no, we haven't had a problem," Berg said.

In the incident last year, the port was shut down temporarily after longshoremen unloading Chiquita bananas found graffiti inside a containership that read: "Nitro + glycerin my gift for G. W. Bush and his Jewish gang." No explosive device was ever found.

