CBP Core Values

(“On The Line” Communication Series)

RICHARD GREENE: Hello, and welcome to "On The Line," the second in this series of CBP transition updates. I'm Richard Greene. This series, "On The Line," is designed to keep you updated on the changes occurring in CBP as we become a new, unified organization.

In order to do this, each program will feature CBP leaders discussing various issues. In today's program, we'll take a look at CBP's core values. Discussing these topics with us today are our guests, Commissioner Robert Bonner…Commissioner…and Deputy Commissioner Douglas Browning. Gentlemen, thank you both for being with us today.

Commissioner, we hear these days a lot about CBP's core values. What are our core values?

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Dick the core values of CBP are vigilance, service to country and integrity.  And of course, the real challenge here is living these values, making sure they're not just words, but they're put into action every day by the men and women of customs and border protection, of CBP. And I can tell you this, that these core values, those three core values, are vitally important to customs and border protection, to our new agency.

RICHARD GREENE: Deputy Commissioner Browning, I've heard you say many times, there's a close relationship between our core values and our mission success.

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BROWNING: Dick, every organization has its own list of core values, but the difference between incorporating these values into the fabric of our professional lives and just mouthing the words is what really makes the difference, especially for CBP, between mission success and mission failure.

RICHARD GREENE: Commissioner, you've been at the helm of our new organization since March 1st, that's over 90 days. How do you feel these core values are materializing in the field?

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Well, Dick, one of the things I’ve done is I’ve gone around the country. I've probably spoken with over a thousand of the men and women of customs and border protection. I can tell you this, I know that the men and women of CBP, they don't come to work for the money, they're certainly not coming to work for the luxurious conditions of employment. They're hard at work, day in, day out, day and night, in some very difficult situations. Some of them, the Border Patrol agents in very tough, rugged, desert terrain on our southern border. 

Many of our men and women are at ports of entry, processing people and traffic and cargo and vehicles moving across our borders. These are men and women who are extraordinarily dedicated to the mission and to the values of customs and border protection. And I’ve seen this day in and out, since I’ve been the commissioner of this agency. And the job they're doing right now is more important than ever before in the history of our country. They know that, and they're right, it is. And so we don't have to, we don't have to sell our people on vigilance. They're being vigilant every day, and every day of the year that they come on duty. Service to country and integrity. And every day, stories about these core values of customs and border protection come across my desk, and many of them reach the headlines of our country's newspapers.

RICHARD GREENE: I think probably one of the ones that I remember most vividly, and I know you've spoken of it on a number of occasions, was Diana Dean up in Port Angeles, Washington.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Yeah, absolutely, in fact, I think the story of inspector Diana Dean probably is one of the best illustrations of vigilance that, that we could imagine, because this was an inspector at Port Angeles, Washington, who was doing her duty, who was doing it with vigilance, who stopped an individual who was in a rental car, and as a result of her vigilance, she and her colleagues at Port Angeles, Washington, were able to arrest a man by the name of Ahmed Ressam, and Ressam was an Al Qaeda terrorist who was trying to enter the United States. 

He had explosives in the trunk of his rent-a-car. And the plan was that he and his Al Qaeda terrorist colleagues were going to go to Los Angeles international airport and blow up that airport. And so the actions of this one vigilant inspector at one port of entry on that day saved hundreds if not thousands of lives. And not only did it save lives, Dick, but as a result of the arrest of Ressam and his conviction, he became a government witness.

And he identified the other members of the Al Qaeda cell, many of whom were touring New York City, who were then also arrested and incapacitated so they couldn't commit further terrorist acts in our country.  So think of the vigilance shown by just this one inspector, and how important that was. But the reality is, we see, at CBP, we see this kind of vigilance, this kind of dedication to duty day in and day out, as the men and women of CBP perform their duties at the borders of our country.

RICHARD GREENE: I know there are hundreds if not thousands of examples of other legacy agencies, the Border Patrol, the Immigration Service. They've also been demonstrating their commitment to vigilance as well.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Oh, absolutely. In fact, I mean, just look at the Border Patrol. We had, just last year, there were over 300 people who died. Illegal migrants, illegal immigrants attempting to enter the United States illegally, who died, many of them in the hot desert, treacherous, dangerous terrain down on the Mexican border. The vigilance of the Border Patrol, just last year alone, resulted in the rescue of over 1,700 illegal migrants. That's vigilance. And very recently, the Border Patrol, working with other agencies at our ports of entry, launched operation desert safeguard. It's an operation that's designed to decrease the loss of life of illegal aliens attempting to enter our country, but at the same time do that through increased enforcement and increased control of our border. 

But we've also seen, with respect to other men and women on the front line at our ports of entry – Immigration inspectors and Agriculture inspectors -- we've seen similar dedication to duty and vigilance, particularly given our priority mission of keeping terrorists and terrorist weapons out of our country. This core value of vigilance, and being forever vigilant on the front line, is one of the very important values of our new agency, CBP.

RICHARD GREENE: Deputy Commissioner Browning, let me ask you a question. I know that you've spoken a lot of service to our country. What form do you see this kind of service taking?

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BROWNING: Demonstrating service to our country takes a lot of different forms. Right this minute, thousands of CBP inspectors, Border Patrol officers, and other front-line employees, are shouldering some very difficult, and in many cases, new responsibilities at home and 18 foreign ports of call. Every one of these men and women is demonstrating an incalculable service to our country.

RICHARD GREENE: Can you give us some examples of that?

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BROWNING: Oh, absolutely. There are, in fact, some stunning examples of CBP units or teams who are making dramatic differences in these uncertain times. AQI employees have some unique challenges in front of them. Today everyone, with good reason, is focused on the border, the ports, and container security.

But the public tends to forget that terrorists could just as easily sabotage our economy as they could blow up the nation's infrastructure, by introducing deadly disease into the food supply. Look, for example, at just the impact that Mad Cow Disease has had on the British economy and the European Union. You may not hear about their work on the evening news, but their service to country keeps them front and center on Secretary Ridge's screen at DHS.

And talk about service to country, Dick, I mean, also we've had many people that have volunteered for very difficult overseas assignments as part of the container security initiative, to go and serve in foreign ports in very difficult situations, and again, that's an embodiment of this core value, service to country.

RICHARD GREENE: And that's amidst the current SARS scare that these people are overseas.

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BROWNING: That they deployed to Hong Kong, and just very recently, for example. But these men and women, by doing this, are adding immeasurably to the protection of our country, our nation's seaports, against the potential for terrorist weapons being concealed in a cargo container.

RICHARD GREENE: Commissioner, one word that we hear over and over is integrity, and sometimes it's kind of difficult to imagine individual instances, real-life stories where integrity really makes a critical difference.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Integrity always makes the critical difference, Dick. In the final analysis, of all of our core values, having that value of integrity and honesty is vitally important to the mission and our ability to perform the mission of CBP. So it's extraordinarily important that all the men and women of CBP embody that value of integrity. And the good thing is that they do.

RICHARD GREENE: Can you share, maybe, an example of this integrity?

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Sure, I mean, there's the example of inspector Ed Brown. He's at O'Hare Airport. And there was an occasion in which Inspector Brown was examining a passenger, doing a search of that individual's luggage, and he discovered contraband, illegal drugs. And the passenger offered inspector brown a bribe. Cash on the spot to sort of look the other way. And Inspector Brown's reaction was, "no way." But he was even more alert than that because he excused himself, he went back, he advised his supervisor, as well as internal affairs. And he came back and he had further discussions with this passenger that developed hard evidence, a case, if you will, against this passenger, who was then arrested and prosecuted for attempting to bribe an officer of Customs and Border Protection.

RICHARD GREENE: And he won an award for that.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Absolutely, he did, he got the Commissioner's Award for Integrity.

RICHARD GREENE: Is winning the award the most important thing here.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: No, no, it's not. The most important thing is the example that was set by Inspector Brown, by his actions and by his conduct.

RICHARD GREENE: His example of saying no to a bribe really isn't easy.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Well, you know, it is easy if you have values, you have the value of integrity, and that's what the men and women of CBP, and the legacy agencies that have come together to form CBP, this new agency for the border, they have integrity. 

And that means, yeah, they know how to say no, and then make sure that not only are they not corrupted by people who will attempt to corrupt our officers and our agents, but they do something even better, which is to develop a case so we can arrest and prosecute people and make an example out of people who would think that we can be corrupted, because we can't be. And that's because we have the value of integrity.

RICHARD GREENE: There must be a lot of examples of stories like Inspector Brown's.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: And there are, and that's the good news, they are legion, and they abound. And that's because this is, for all of the legacy agencies that have come together to form CBP, this is one of the bedrock core values, and that's the value of integrity. Without which all of the efforts of all the men and women of our agency would be undermined.

RICHARD GREENE: We're getting a little short on time, so, Deputy Commissioner Browning, are there some final comments you might like to make?

DEPUTY COMMISSIONER BROWNING: Dick, just again to thank you for this opportunity to speak to the men and women of CBP, but more importantly, I hope, as we build this new organization, that all of them will join me and the commissioner in embracing these new core values as the foundation of this new organization.

RICHARD GREENE: And, commissioner, your final thoughts.

COMMISSIONER BONNER: Well, Dick, I want to thank all the men and women of CBP for the hard work they're doing and that they're continuing to do to protect our country and to make it a safer place.

RICHARD GREENE: Commissioner Bonner. Deputy Commissioner Browning. We are out of time. That's all the time we have, so until next time, I'm Richard Greene. Be safe "On The Line."

