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Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano. (AP Photo/Manuel Balce Ceneta)

 

This article originally appeared at TomDispatch.com. To stay on top of important articles like these, sign up to

receive the latest updates from TomDispatch.com. 

 

Imagine a labyrinthine government department so bloated that few have any clear idea of just what its countless

pieces do. Imagine that tens of billions of tax dollars are disappearing into it annually, black hole–style, since it

can’t pass a congressionally mandated audit.

Now, imagine that there are two such departments, both gigantic,

and you’re beginning to grasp the new, twenty-first-century

American security paradigm.

 

For decades, the Department of Defense has met this definition to

a T. Since 2003, however, it hasn’t been alone. The Department of

Homeland Security (DHS), which celebrates its tenth birthday this

March, has grown into a miniature Pentagon. It’s supposed to be

the actual “defense” department—since the Pentagon is

essentially a Department of Offense—and it’s rife with all the

same issues and defects that critics of the military-industrial

complex have decried for decades. In other words, “homeland

security” has become another obese boondoggle.

But here’s the strange thing: unlike the Pentagon, this monstrosity

draws no attention whatsoever—even though, by our calculations,

this country has spent a jaw-dropping $791 billion on “homeland

security” since 9/11. To give you a sense of just how big that is,

Washington spent an inflation-adjusted $500 billion on the entire

New Deal.

Despite sucking up a sum of money that could have rebuilt

crumbling infrastructure from coast to coast, this new agency and

the very concept of “homeland security” have largely flown beneath

the media radar—with disastrous results.

And that’s really no surprise, given how the DHS came into

existence.

A few months before 9/11, Congress issued a national security

report acknowledging that US defense policy had not evolved to
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meet the challenges of the twenty-first century. The report

recommended a “national homeland security agency” with a

single leader to oversee homeland security-style initiatives across

the full range of the federal government. Although the report

warned that a terrorist attack could take place on American soil, it

collected dust.

Then the attack came, and lawmakers of both political parties and

the American public wanted swift, decisive action. President

George W. Bush's top officials and advisers saw in 9/11 their main chance to knock off Iraqi dictator Saddam

Hussein and establish a Pax Americana in the Greater Middle East. Others, who generally called themselves

champions of small government, saw an opportunity to expand big government at home by increasing security

spending.

Their decision to combine domestic security under one agency turned out to be like sending the Titanic  into the

nearest field of icebergs.

President Bush first created an Office of Homeland Security in the White House and then, with the Homeland

Security Act of 2002, laid plans for a new executive department. The DHS was funded with billions of dollars and

staffed with 180,000 federal employees when it opened for business on March 1, 2003. It qualified as the largest

reorganization of the federal government since 1947 when, fittingly, the Department of Defense was established.

Announcing plans for this new branch of government, President Bush made a little-known declaration of “mission

accomplished” that long preceded that infamous banner strung up on an aircraft carrier to celebrate his “victory” in

Iraq. In November 2002, he said, “The continuing threat of terrorism, the threat of mass murder on our own soil, will

be met with a unified, effective response.”

Mission unaccomplished (big time).

A decade later, a close look at the hodgepodge of homeland security programs that now spans the US government

reveals that there’s nothing “unified” about it. Not all homeland security programs are managed through the

Department of Homeland Security, nor are all programs at the Department of Homeland Security related to

securing the homeland.

Federal officials created the DHS by pulling together twenty-two existing government departments, including stand-

alone agencies like the Federal Emergency Management Agency, better known by its acronym FEMA, and the

Coast Guard, which came with programs both related and unrelated to counterterrorism. They also brought into the

DHS a host of programs that had previously existed as parts of other agencies like the Nuclear Incident Response

Team from the Department of Energy and the Transportation Security Administration at the Department of

Transportation. To knit these disparate parts together, officials built a mammoth bureaucracy over an already

existing set of bureaucracies. At the same time, they left a host of counterterrorism programs scattered across the

rest of the federal government, which means, a decade later, many activities at the DHS are duplicated by similar

programs elsewhere.

A trail of breadcrumbs in federal budget documents shows how much is spent on homeland security and by which

agencies, though details about what that money is buying are scarce. The DHS budget was $60 billion last year.

However, only $35 billion was designated for counterterrorism programs of various sorts. In the meantime, total

federal funding for (small-h, small-s) homeland security was $68 billion—a number that, in addition to the DHS

money, includes $17 billion for the Department of Defense, plus around $4 billion each for the Departments of

Justice and Health and Human Services, with the last few billion scattered across virtually every other federal

agency in existence.

From the time this new security bureaucracy rumbled into operation, the Government Accountability Office (GAO),

Washington’s internal watchdog, called the DHS a “high risk” proposition. And it’s never changed its tune. Regular

GAO reports scrutinize the department and identify major problems. In March of last year, for instance, one GAO

report noted that the office had recommended a total of 1,600 changes. At that time, the department had only

“addressed about half of them”—and addressed doesn’t necessarily mean solved.

So rest assured, in the best of all possible homeland security worlds, there are only 800-odd issues outstanding,

according to the government’s own watchdog, after we as a nation poured $791 billion down the homeland security

rabbit hole. Indeed, there remain gaping problems in the very areas that the DHS is supposedly securing on our

behalf:

* Consider port security: you wouldn’t have much trouble overnighting a weapon of mass destruction into the

United States. Cargo terminals are the entry point for containers from all over the world, and a series of reports

have found myriad vulnerabilities—including gaps in screening for nuclear and radiological materials. After

spending $200 million on new screening technology, the DHS determined it wouldn’t deliver sufficient

improvements and cancelled the program (but not the cost to you, the taxpayer).

* Then there are the problems of screening people crossing into this country. The lion’s share of responsibility for

Tough Talk for America: A Guide to
the Presidential Debates (Are

Republicans and Democrats the Same?, Economic

Policy, Election 2012)

Five key topics you won't hear discussed in

Wednesday's debate. 

Mattea Kramer

http://costofwar.com/
http://www.dhs.gov/homeland-security-act-2002
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2003_Mission_Accomplished_speech
http://articles.cnn.com/2002-11-25/politics/homeland.security_1_new-department-homeland-security-head-department?_s=PM:ALLPOLITICS
http://www.dhs.gov/creation-department-homeland-security
http://www.gao.gov/key_issues/dhs_implementation_and_transformation
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-464T
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-422T
http://www.thenation.com/article/170262/tough-talk-america-guide-presidential-debates
http://www.thenation.com/section/are-republicans-and-democrats-the-same
http://www.thenation.com/section/economic-policy
http://www.thenation.com/section/election-2012
http://www.thenation.com/authors/mattea-kramer


3/1/13 'Homeland Security': The Trillion-Dollar Concept That No One Can Define |  The Nation

www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define# 3/5

border security lies with part of the DHS, the US Customs and Border Protection (CBP), which had an $11.7 billion

budget in fiscal 2012. But in the land of utter duplication that is Washington’s version of counterterrorism, there is

also something called the Border Security Program at the State Department, with a separate pot of funding to the

tune of $2.2 billion last year. The jury’s out on whether these programs are faintly doing their jobs, even as they

themselves define them. As with so many other DHS programs, the one thing they are doing successfully is

closing and locking down what was once considered an “open” society.

* For around $14 billion each year, the Department of Homeland Security handles disaster response and recovery

through FEMA, something that’s meant to encompass preparedness for man-made as well as natural disasters.

But a 2012 investigation by the GAO found that FEMA employs an outdated method of assessing a disaster-struck

region’s ability to respond and recover without federal intervention—helpfully, that report came out just a month

before Hurricane Sandy.

Please support our journalism. Get a digital subscription for just $9.50!

* Recently, it came to light that the DHS had spent $431 million on a radio system for communication within the

department—but only one of more than 400 employees questioned about the system claimed to have the slightest

idea how to use it. It’s never surprising to hear that officials at separate agencies have trouble coordinating, but this

was an indication that, even within the DHS, employees struggle with the basics of communication.

* In a survey that covered all federal departments, DHS employees reported rock-bottom levels of engagement with

their work. Its own workers called the DHS the worst federal agency to work for.

Those are just a few of a multitude of glaring problems inside the now decade-old department. Because homeland

security is not confined to one agency, however, rest assured that neither is its bungling:

* There is, for instance, that $17 billion in homeland security funding at the Department of Defense—a mountain of

cash for defending against terrorist attacks, protecting US airspace and providing security at military bases. But

perhaps defense officials feel that $17 billion is insufficient, since an October 2012 report by the GAO found the

Pentagon had outdated and incomplete plans for responding to a domestic attack, including confusion about the

chain of command should such an event take place. That should be no surprise, though: the Pentagon is so

replete with oversight problems and obsolete, astronomically expensive programs that it makes the DHS look like

a trim, well-oiled machine.

* Or consider the domestic counterterrorism unit at the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives

(ATF), which enjoyed $461 million in homeland security funding last year and is housed not at the DHS or the

Pentagon but at the Department of Justice. ATF made headlines for giving marked firearms to Mexican smugglers

and losing track of them—and then finding that the weapons were used in heinous crimes. More recently, in the

wake of the Newtown massacre, ATF has drawn attention because it fails one of the most obvious tests of

oversight and responsibility: it lacks a confirmed director at the helm of its operations. (According to The Hill ,

Senator Charles Grassley (R-IA) is currently holding up President Obama’s appointment to head the agency.)

Washington has poured staggering billions into securing the so-called homeland, but in so many of the areas

meant to be secured there remain glaring holes the size of that gaping wound in the Titanic ’s side. And yet over the

past decade—even with these problems—terrorist attacks on the homeland have scarcely hurt a soul. That may

offer a clue into just how misplaced the very notion of the Department of Homeland Security was in the first place. In

the wake of 9/11, pouring tiny percentages of that DHS money into less flashy safety issues, from death by food to

death by gun to death by car, to mention just three, might have made Americans genuinely safer at, by comparison,

minimal cost.

Perhaps the strangest part of homeland security operations may be this: there is no agreed-upon definition for just

what homeland security is. The funds Washington has poured into the concept will soon enough approach a trillion

dollars and yet it’s a concept with no clear boundaries that no one can agree on. Worse yet, few are asking the hard

questions about what security we actually need or how best to achieve it. Instead, Washington has built a

sprawling bureaucracy riddled with problems and set it on autopilot.

And that brings us to today. Budget cuts are in the pipeline for most federal programs, but many lawmakers vocally

oppose any reductions in security funding. What’s painfully clear is this: the mere fact that a program is given the

label of national or homeland security does not mean that its downsizing would compromise American safety.

Overwhelming evidence of waste, duplication and poor management suggests that Washington could spend far

less on security, target it better and be so much safer.

Meanwhile, the same report that warned in early 2001 of a terrorist attack on US soil also recommended

redoubling funding for education in science and technology.

In the current budget-cutting fever, the urge to protect boundless funding for national security programs by

dismantling investment essential to this country’s greatness—including world-class education and infrastructure

systems—is bound to be powerful. So whenever you hear the phrase “homeland security,” watch out: your long-

term safety may be at risk.

Mattea Kramer and Chris  Hellman Fe bruary 28, 2013  
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Like the faoled drug interdiction industry the homeland security machine will create industry after industry to feed of

the homeland security industry and exploit just as the drug interdiction industry that has become never ending with

not a glimmer of success in sight because if it succeeded the pyramid would quickly collapse!
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Like the failed drug intervention program the homeland security is really a ruse to create a never ending birthplace

of industries to feed off another industry and become a perpetual money machine in which to be exploited.
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I always thought that the department of defense was responsible for the security of the United States, but then the

business world took control of the department of defense (DOD) and since they don't protect the homeland but

instead are used as a business tool overseas, homeland security was born.   Nothing like coming up with two

national defense programs to bilk more money from the citizens of this country through constant fear mongering of

threats around each and every corner.  

Beethoven1

Like Reply1 day  ago 2 Likes

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thenation.com%2Farticle%2F173131%2Fhomeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define&related=thenation%3AAmerica's%20oldest%20and%20most%20widely%20read%20weekly%20magazine%20of%20opinion.&text='Homeland%20Security'%3A%20The%20Trillion-Dollar%20Concept%20That%20No%20One%20Can%20Define%20%20%7C%20The%20Nation&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thenation.com%2Farticle%2F173131%2Fhomeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define
http://twitter.com/search?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thenation.com%2Farticle%2F173131%2Fhomeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define
http://www.thenation.com/printmail/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define
https://subscribe.thenation.com/servlet/OrdersGateway?cds_mag_code=NAN&cds_page_id=105997&cds_response_key=I11BSPRV1
http://www.thenation.com/article/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define/web-letters
http://www.thenation.com/web-letters/add/173131?destination=node%2F173131
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define?page=full
http://www.thenation.com/article/173120/how-private-prisons-game-immigration-system
http://www.thenation.com/article/173088/why-workers-should-be-wary-about-corporate-wellness
http://www.thenation.com/article/173127/five-things-you-should-know-about-immigration-reform
http://www.thenation.com/article/173122/what-does-millions-lobbying-money-buy-five-congresspeople-pocket-private-prison-indus
http://www.foxbusiness.com/business-leaders/2013/02/14/americas-10-richest-presidents-1049821554/
http://www.investingchannel.com/article/179964/Chris-Christie-Snubbed-By-Conservative-Conference
http://www.ora.tv/larrykingnow/george-lopez-0_8izrinnk
http://www.salary.com/the-8-most-overpaid-underpaid-jobs/
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/advertising-policy
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=B6vkv7CExUb7bB4Ld0AGfhIHYCLP5oOYCAAAAEAEgx-r2ATgAULy5gub______wFY45jP9EBgyfamjNCk5A-yARF3d3cudGhlbmF0aW9uLmNvbboBCWdmcF9pbWFnZcgBAtoBY2h0dHA6Ly93d3cudGhlbmF0aW9uLmNvbS9hcnRpY2xlLzE3MzEzMS9ob21lbGFuZC1zZWN1cml0eS10cmlsbGlvbi1kb2xsYXItY29uY2VwdC1uby1vbmUtY2FuLWRlZmluZeABAsACAuACAOoCFWFydGljbGVfc3RvcnlfY3VzdG9tMfgChdIegAMBkAOkA5gDpAOoAwHIA50E4AQBoAYU&num=0&sig=AOD64_3Tr9V6zSUVsodOdxe4zQvHaR4YNg&client=ca-pub-7565666144516430&adurl=http://nationbuilders.thenation.com/
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://the-nation.disqus.com/homeland_security_the_trillion_dollar_concept_that_no_one_can_define/latest.rss
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define#
http://www.thenation.com/community-guidelines
http://twitter.com/JJanecke/status/307479599959375872
http://twitter.com/RadGrapes/status/307305965051588608
http://twitter.com/NationSecurity/status/307210674419929088
http://twitter.com/mtodd913/status/307195636481155072
http://twitter.com/jimgzmail/status/307194785087774720
http://twitter.com/johanvanleyden/status/307188174185193473
http://twitter.com/Briannaehley/status/307187788044984320
http://twitter.com/gardencatlady/status/307187485975404544
http://twitter.com/wjtibby2/status/307186888018640896
http://twitter.com/oceanshaman/status/307186108918280192


3/1/13 'Homeland Security': The Trillion-Dollar Concept That No One Can Define |  The Nation

www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define# 5/5

Trackback URL http://disqus.com/forums/the-nation/homeland_security_the_trillion_dollar_concept_that_no_one_can_define/trackback/

More World

Interns' Favorite Articles of
the Week (3/1/13) (Social

Justice, Politics, World)

The CIA Is Training Syria's
Rebels: Uh-Oh, Says a Top
Iraqi Leader (Foreign Policy,

Covert Ops, US Intell igence)

The Folly of Arming Syria's
Rebels (US Politics, US Weapons

Sales Abroad, World)

'Homeland Security': The
Trillion-Dollar Concept That
No One Can Define (Foreign

Policy, Government, War and Peace)

Nation Media

John Nichols: The 'Fix the
Debt' Campaign's
Astroturf Roots

Obama Wants Quality
Preschool for All Kids—
Will We Get It?

Bill McKibben: Stopping
Keystone XL For Good

Will Congress Deliver on
Immigration Reform?

Also From The Nation

Hannity’s Brand: Slap
Ellison, Defend Woodward,
and Always Mislead

(Son of) Constitutional
Roadblock To Efforts to Fix
Federal Elections

John Nichols: Where's
Ronald Reagan When You
Need Him? (Government, Economy,

Politics)

Sequestration Is Here: The
Danger That Lies Ahead (US

Politics, Economy)

Home

Blogs

Columns

Current Issue

Magazine Archiv e

Multimedia

Puzzle

Community

Educators

Students

Politics

World

Books & Arts

Economy

Env ironment

Activ ism

Society

Adv ertise

Subscription Serv ices

The Nation Builders

Newsletter

Nation in the News

Store

Spanish Translations

Help

About & Contact

Digital, Mobile and E-Reader

Community Guidelines

Work for Us

Priv acy Policy

Terms of Use

   RSS

Copyright © 2012 The Nation

http://www.thenation.com/blog/173140/interns-favorite-articles-week-3113
http://www.thenation.com/section/social-justice
http://www.thenation.com/section/politics
http://www.thenation.com/section/world
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173149/cia-training-syrias-rebels-uh-oh-says-top-iraqi-leader
http://www.thenation.com/section/foreign-policy
http://www.thenation.com/section/covert-ops
http://www.thenation.com/section/us-intelligence
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173132/folly-arming-syrias-rebels
http://www.thenation.com/section/us-politics
http://www.thenation.com/section/us-weapons-sales-abroad
http://www.thenation.com/section/world
http://www.thenation.com/article/173131/homeland-security-trillion-dollar-concept-no-one-can-define
http://www.thenation.com/section/foreign-policy
http://www.thenation.com/section/government
http://www.thenation.com/section/war-and-peace
http://www.thenation.com/video/173072/john-nichols-fix-debt-campaigns-astroturf-roots
http://www.thenation.com/audio/173032/obama-wants-quality-preschool-all-kids-will-we-get-it
http://www.thenation.com/video/172892/bill-mckibben-stopping-keystone-xl-good
http://www.thenation.com/audio/172770/will-congress-deliver-immigration-reform
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173162/hannitys-brand-slap-ellison-defend-woodward-and-always-mislead
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173161/son-constitutional-roadblock-efforts-fix-federal-elections
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173160/john-nichols-wheres-ronald-reagan-when-you-need-him
http://www.thenation.com/section/government
http://www.thenation.com/section/economy
http://www.thenation.com/section/politics
http://www.thenation.com/blog/173159/sequestration-here-danger-lies-ahead
http://www.thenation.com/section/us-politics
http://www.thenation.com/section/economy
http://www.thenation.com/
http://www.thenation.com/blogs
http://www.thenation.com/columns
http://www.thenation.com/issue/march-11-18-2013
http://www.thenation.com/archive
http://www.thenation.com/multimedia
http://www.thenation.com/blogs/word-salad
http://www.thenation.com/community
http://www.thenation.com/educators
http://www.thenation.com/students
http://www.thenation.com/politics
http://www.thenation.com/world
http://www.thenation.com/books-and-arts
http://www.thenation.com/economy
http://www.thenation.com/environment
http://www.thenation.com/activism
http://www.thenation.com/society
http://www.thenation.com/media-kit
http://www.thenation.com/subscription-services
http://nationbuilders.thenation.com/
http://www.thenation.com/newsletter-signup
http://www.thenation.com/blogs/nation-news
http://www.upgnation.com/
http://www.thenation.com/nation-en-espanol
http://www.thenation.com/help
http://www.thenation.com/about-and-contact
http://www.thenation.com/50ways
http://www.thenation.com/community-guidelines
http://www.thenation.com/jobs
http://www.thenation.com/privacy-policy
http://www.thenation.com/terms-use
http://www.facebook.com/TheNationMagazine?ref=mf
http://twitter.com/THENATION
http://www.thenation.com/rss
http://www.thenation.com/rss

