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WASHINGTON: Gil Kerlikowske, the
head of US Customs and Border Patrol,
vowed at his Senate confirmation hear-
ing in January 2014 to strengthen the
integrity of the nation’s largest law
enforcement force amid persistent com-
plaints of corruption and abuse within
its ranks. Nearly two years on, he can
point to several significant achieve-
ments, notably expanding the investiga-
tive authority of the agency’s internal
affairs unit and giving all agents new
training on use of force to reduce the
number of deadly incidents that have
tarred its reputation.

Some civil rights groups acknowl-
edge the changes. But they complain
these steps have yet to lead to adequate
prosecutions of officers for misconduct
or more transparency in how the agency
handles, and resolves, criminal cases
against its employees. Reuters inter-
views with current and former CBP
employees and congressional staff have
found the agency has yet to implement
certain recommendations to improve
accountability, and it has quietly object-
ed to a proposed reform that would give
Congress oversight on how it handles

complaints of misconduct.
The agency has also proposed short-

ening congressionally mandated poly-
graph tests for new agents, which has
not been previously reported. The diffi-
culty of the tests and high failure rates
have made it hard for the CBP to hire fast
enough.  Some new recruits are caught
lying about drug abuse or affiliation
with drug cartels, according to those
who have seen test results. CBP officials
told Reuters shortening the test would
help the agency meet its ambitious hir-
ing goals, but some polygraph experts
said this would have meant removing
questions, which would have weakened
the tests and invalidated the results. An
oversight agency denied the CBP
request.

When he took office, Kerlikowske,
President Barack Obama’s former “drug
czar,” outlined an ambitious agenda to
weed out corrupt agents and address a
series of damning reports on the
agency’s use of force. The Southern
Border Communities Coalition, a rights
group, has compiled media reports of 40
deaths between January 2010 and Sept.
1, 2015. One agent has been prosecuted.

Some supporters say Kerlikowske, who
gained a reputation as a man who could
turn around law enforcement organiza-
tions after nine years as police chief in
Seattle, has made impressive strides.
“He’s got a lot on his plate. He’s trying to
prioritize everything,” said former Secret
Service Director John MaGaw, a member
of an integrity advisory panel set up by
Kerlikowske.

Kerlikowske has rewritten the CBP’s
use of force rulebook to prohibit the
shooting of suspects fleeing the scene
who do not pose a threat to themselves
or others. In the year since the new poli-
cy has been in effect, use of force overall
is down from 1,037 to 768 incidents.
Firearm-related incidents, however, are
only down by one, from 29 to 28. Under
Kerlikowske, the CBP has also assumed
direct control of internal criminal investi-
gations into misconduct by its employ-
ees. Previously these were handled by
other agencies, like the Federal Bureau
of Investigation. But the CBP has yet to
refer any use of force cases for prosecu-
tion.

“Our sense is that there have been
improvements, but from a very low

baseline. And the transparency prob-
lems of both the past and the present
make it very difficult to gauge where
exactly the agency is now,” said Chris
Rickerd, policy counsel to the American
Civil Liberties Union.

Shorter Polygraph Tests
CBP’s struggle to reform comes as it

continues to grow: the Department of
Homeland Security has requested $13.5
billion for the CBP from Congress in fis-
cal 2016 and plans to hire nearly 1,950
employees in the next year. Since
Obama became president in 2008, its
staff numbers have tripled, to 60,000. To
screen new hires, CBP uses a polygraph
test mandated by a 2010 law aimed at
blunting the infiltration of the agency by
drug cartels. Officers have been paid
cash bribes and given sexual favors in
exchange for allowing gangs to use their
lanes at checkpoints to smuggle drugs
and people across the US-Mexico bor-
der, say current and former DHS officials.

The CBP would not say how many
applicants currently fail polygraphs, but
initial pilot tests found about 60 percent
of applicants who passed the agency’s

background checks failed a polygraph,
then CBP internal affairs chief Jim
Tomsheck testified to Congress in 2010.
In February, CBP officials tried to make
changes to the test that were rejected
by government oversight agencies for
not meeting standards for law enforce-
ment screenings, although what exactly
they tried to do is disputed.

Former CBP internal affairs chief
Tomsheck told Reuters he was aware of
two specific questions that CBP had
been trying to remove: “Did you lie
about anything on your application?”
and another related to handling classi-
fied information critical to national
security. Tomsheck retired under pres-
sure in 2014 and is a critic of the
agency’s leadership. Four CBP officials
acknowledged to Reuters the agency
did try to shorten the time to complete
the test, which can take up to 10 hours
to finish, but denied they had tried to
eliminate specific questions. While the
officials would not say how they had
planned to shorten the test, they said
the goal had been to enable each poly-
graph administrator to test more than
one applicant per day.—Reuters 

US border patrol tried to shorten polygraph tests

SACRAMENTO, California: Amanda Wilcox, a member of the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence, shows a photo of her daughter, Laura,
who was killed in a shooting at a mental health clinic in 2001, following a hearing on gun violence on Monday. — AP 

RANDOLPH TOWNSHIP: The Paris and San
Bernardino attacks have fueled a surge in US
gun sales, as Americans seek to protect them-
selves - and stock up in case lawmakers finally
act to tighten firearms controls. Since a
Muslim husband and wife opened fire in
California on Dec 2, killing 14 people and
wounding 22 others, sales at the RTSP range
in New Jersey - one of the largest centers in
the northeastern United States - have surged
50 percent, according to one of its owners.
“We saw a spike after Paris and San
Bernardino even more so,” Rick Friedman told
AFP. 

If gun purchases follow the same pattern
as after previous mass shootings, Friedman
said, sales will slow after several months. As
well as selling firearms, his sprawling facility in
Randolph has 21 ports or spaces on its range
from which clients can practice shooting. Just
down the road in Jersey City, Caso’s Gun-A-
Rama saw an equal jump in sales, which its
manager attributed to nervousness over polit-
ical chatter about ramping up anti-gun legis-
lation. “That’s when everybody has been pan-
icking,” Lisa Caso said.

P James Debney, CEO of storied US gun-
maker Smith & Wesson, told investors last
week that his company sees “growth in the
handgun portion of the consumer market as a
longstanding trend,” as he discussed its latest
quarterly earnings. Following a 32 percent
increase in sales for August, September and
October - before the Paris and San Bernardino
attacks - the manufacturer raised its earnings
target for the full financial year.

The strong figures jibe with statistics from
the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and
Explosives (ATF), which says the number of
handguns manufactured in the United States
has quadrupled between 1998 and 2013. And
2015 should set a new record in gun sales,
according to data from the FBI, which con-
ducts background checks on such purchases.
According to the independent Small Arms
Survey, some 270 million firearms are in circu-
lation in the United States, which has a popu-
lation of around 322 million people.

‘Everybody Should Consider It’ 
“People are reaching out and not just those

that support the Second Amendment. Not
just traditional Republicans. It’s pretty much
everybody,” Friedman said, referring to the

part of the US Constitution that gives citizens
the right to own guns. One of his clients,
Abby, said she believed more people should
consider gun ownership. 

“I think everybody should think about it,”
she said after a shooting session. Mass shoot-
ings are historically rare in New Jersey and the
state has some of the country’s strictest anti-
gun legislation.

But that was of l ittle solace to range
patrons, including former policeman Con
Hartnett, who said that the fact that the San
Bernardino attacks took place in a facility that
normally serves the disabled was further
proof of the vital need for guns. “It’s the soft-
est target you could imagine. And it hap-
pened,” he said. David Yamane, a professor of
sociology at Wake Forest University, said “self-
defense has always been a component of
American gun culture alongside hunting and
recreation. “But self-defense tends to be much
more prominent within the last 30 years.”

He pegged the change as part of a broader
shift in society toward what he identified as “a
greater sense of fear.” This dynamic, he said,
comes from a combination of factors: fore-
most an increase in crime between the 1960s
and mid-1990s, but also major societal
changes relating to minorities and women. “It
was easy for people to have a sense that the
entire society was falling apart around them,”
he said. On top of this, he added, is the prolif-
eration of media and the emergence of the
24-hour news cycle. “Anything bad gets mag-
nified much more today than it did before,” he
said.

But for Friedman, it all boils down to there
being a “different situation in this day and
age”. “We are at a period that I don’t think
we’ve ever witnessed,” he said, alluding to
fears about terrorist plots on US soil. “It’s an
unfortunate one, but it’s one that only rein-
forces our core beliefs that you have the right
to protect your life.” — AFP 
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AUSTIN: US Army Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl,
who walked away from his post in
Afghanistan and became a Taleban prisoner
for five years, will face court-martial with a
potential life sentence, the Army said on
Monday. Bergdahl, 29, was charged earlier
this year with desertion and endangering US
troops and could face the life sentence if con-
victed of the latter, more serious offense. In
ordering the court martial on Monday, Army
General Robert Abrams did not follow the

recommendation of a preliminary hearing
which, according to Bergdahl’s lawyer, called
for Bergdahl to face a proceeding that could
impose a potential maximum penalty of a
year in confinement.

Bergdahl’s lawyer, Eugene Fidell, said the
defense team “had hoped the case would not
go in this direction”. He also urged Republican
presidential candidate Donald Trump, who
has called Bergdahl a “dirty, rotten traitor,” to
“cease his prejudicial months-long campaign
of defamation against our client.” In a later
interview on Monday, Fidell also criticized
members of Congress for publicly saying they
were closely monitoring the outcome of the
case.

Sen John McCain, who chairs a committee
that oversees promotions of senior military
officers, said last month that he would hold a

hearing on the case if Bergdahl was not pun-
ished. The senior general who will ultimately
decide Bergdahl’s fate is expected to come
before McCain’s committee in the future for
his next promotion. “I think the politicization
of everything surrounding this case is very
disturbing,” Fidell said. “And the willingness of
members of the... Senate to interfere with the
adjudication of a pending criminal case is
appalling.”

Bergdahl disappeared on foot on June 30,
2009, from Combat Outpost Mest-Malak in
Paktika Province, Afghanistan, and was subse-
quently captured by the Taleban. He left his
post to draw attention to “leadership failure”
in his unit, Bergdahl said last week on the
popular podcast Serial, which is focusing a
season on his case. The Idaho native suffered
torture, abuse and neglect at the hands of
Taleban forces, including months of beatings,
and confinement for 3-1/2 years in a metal
cage barely big enough to stand in, a military
expert testified previously.

The head of the Army team that investi-
gated Bergdahl has said he does not believe
he should face jail time. The official search for
Bergdahl lasted 45 days, but the United States
spent years trying to determine his where-
abouts and bring him home. He was freed in
a prisoner swap in May 2014 that sent five
Taleban leaders held by the United States at
Guantanamo Bay to Qatar, where they had to
remain for a year. The deal drew heavy criti-
cism from Republicans.

Major General Kenneth Dahl, who led the
military’s investigation of Bergdahl’s case, tes-
tified at a military probable cause hearing in
September that Bergdahl was not a Taliban
sympathizer and no soldiers directly involved
in the search for him were killed. Jeff
Addicott, an Army officer in the Judge
Advocate General’s Corps for 20 years and a
law professor at St Mary’s University, said
Bergdahl, who has been stationed at a base in
San Antonio, Texas, may now be confined to
his base.—Reuters 
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Baltimore police van 
was ‘coffin on wheels’

BALTIMORE: The Baltimore police van
where an African American suffered fatal
injuries was “a coffin on wheels,” a court
heard Monday, as jurors started delibera-
tions in the trial of one of the six police offi-
cers charged over his death. William Porter
is the first police officer to stand trial for the
death of  Freddie Gray, 25, who suffered a
snapped spine while being transported
unrestrained in the rear of the police van.

Gray’s death in April was one of several
cases casting a harsh national spotlight on
race and police brutality in the United
States. It also became a flashpoint that led
to rioting in Baltimore, a downtrodden East
Coast city an hour from Washington. Porter,
who is black, has been charged with invol-
untary manslaughter, reckless endanger-
ment and assault on Gray, who had been
picked up after fleeing at the sight of
police. As she wrapped up her case, prose-
cutor Janice Bledsoe told the jury that
Porter and his fellow officers displayed “dis-
regard for human life” in their treatment of
Gray.

“With great power comes great respon-
sibility,” she said, accusing Porter and his
colleagues of transforming the police van
into “a coffin on wheels”. But defense attor-
ney Joseph Murtha countered that the

state failed to meet its burden of proof, and
that the jury therefore could not convict his
client. “There is an absolute absence of any
testimony from a state’s witness that Officer
Porter acted in an unreasonable manner,”
Murtha told the jurors.

Arrested and charged with possession
of a knife, Gray was loaded onto the police
van with his hands and feet shackled. When
police later checked on their prisoner, he
was in a coma with a severed spine, investi-
gators found. He died of his injuries April
19, sparking protests, looting and arson.
President Barack Obama addressed the
case in televised remarks, denouncing the
violence, while acknowledging that the
incident left troubling unanswered ques-
tions. After the medical examiner declared
Gray’s death a homicide, the Baltimore city
prosecutor filed charges against six officers
- three white and three black. All six have
entered not guilty pleas. Lawyers for the
accused call Gray’s death a tragic accident
possibly caused when the police van
braked suddenly. They also have suggested
that he might even have deliberately
injured himself. City officials, meanwhile,
have paid Gray’s family $6.4 million, a set-
tlement negotiated independently of the
court proceedings. —AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: Police in Rio de Janeiro
have broken up a ring that arranged fake
Brazilian citizenship for dozens of Syrian
nationals, TV Globo’s Jornal Nacional news-
cast reported, raising security concerns fol-
lowing militant attacks in the United States
and Europe and before the Rio Olympics in
August. Police have identified 72 Syrian
nationals involved in the scheme, which
arranged false Brazilian birth certificates for
Syrian immigrants, the report said on
Monday.

Those certificates were then used to
obtain valid Brazilian documents, including
passports and national ID cards identifying
them as Brazilian-born citizens, Jornal
Nacional said. Four people face charges of
fraud and belonging to a criminal organi-
zation, the report said. Among the false
birth certificates identified, 20 were used to
obtain Brazilian passports, Jornal Nacional
reported.  Seventeen of the 72 people
involved in the scheme asked for visas to
the United States in Rio, five of them using

their fraudulently obtained Brazilian pass-
ports, the report added, citing officials at
the US Consulate in Rio de Janeiro.

Several of those who traveled to the
United States are former members of the
Syrian armed forces, the report said. Some
of the passport holders also traveled to
Europe. Police also found anti-Semitic arti-
cles and documents supporting Islamist
militants on computers used by some of
those who obtained the false documents.
The fraud occurred from 2012 to 2014 and
involved falsifying written birth records
recorded at a Rio de Janeiro cartorio, or pri-
vately owned civil data registry, the Globo
report said. The false certificates all record-
ed birth dates from the 1960s and 1970s.

The Syrian refugee issue has become
politically charged, particularly in the
United States, since the Nov 13 attacks in
Paris and the Dec 2 mass shooting in San
Bernardino, California, raised concerns
some of the migrants might include mili-
tants linked to Islamic State. — Reuters 

Gang in Brazil falsified 
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BALTIMORE: An activist holds a poster outside the Baltimore City Circuit Courthouse
East during the trial of police Officer William G Porter yesterday. — AFP 


