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TSA has prioritized standard and alternative checked baggage screening 
procedures based on legislative requirements and TSA officials’ judgment of 
the procedures’ effectiveness. Use of various procedures to screen checked 
baggage has involved trade-offs in security effectiveness, which vary by the 
type of procedure used and the circumstances of its use. It is TSA’s policy to 
use standard procedures whenever possible because TSA officials 
determined that these procedures provide the most effective detection of 
explosives. TSA policy also allows the use of alternative screening 
procedures when volumes of baggage awaiting screening pose security 
vulnerabilities or when TSA airport officials determine that there is a 
security risk associated with large concentrations of passengers in an area 
waiting for their baggage to be screened. Regarding operational efficiencies, 
TSA has not fully determined the throughput and costs of the various 
alternative screening procedures in part because it does not count the 
number of bags screened using these procedures. TSA has conducted covert 
tests (undercover, unannounced) of standard procedures, but has not 
conducted this testing for alternative screening procedures. TSA cited 
logistical difficulties in conducting covert tests for alternative screening 
procedures. However, by not doing so, TSA is not collecting data that could 
provide useful information in determining the security effectiveness of the 
procedures in an operational setting and how to improve their effectiveness. 
 
TSA cannot identify the percentage of checked baggage screened using 
standard versus alternative screening procedures because TSA records 
standard procedures in terms of the number of bags screened in its 
management information system, but records alternative procedures in 
terms of the number of occasions and hours of use. However, TSA officials 
estimated that a low percentage of checked baggage is screened using 
alternative screening procedures. To assess the extent that standard 
screening procedures are used whenever possible, TSA has established 
internal controls to monitor the use of standard and alternative screening 
procedures; however, these controls were not always implemented to ensure 
the gathering of complete and accurate information. This may limit TSA 
managers’ ability to assess the effect of using alternative screening 
procedures and determine what should be done to minimize the use of the 
procedures. TSA headquarters officials stated that they are working with 
TSA airport staff to correct such reporting problems. 
 
TSA has taken steps to reduce the need to use alternative screening 
procedures at airports, including anticipating factors that could increase 
passenger and baggage volume and acting to address these factors. 
However, TSA has not developed performance measures and targets to 
assess its progress in minimizing the need to use the procedures. By creating 
performance measures, TSA could gauge whether it is making progress 
toward minimizing the need to use alternative screening procedures at 
airports. Performance targets for the procedures would be an indicator of 
how much risk TSA is willing to accept in using the procedures. 

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-869.
 
To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 
For more information, contact Cathleen 
Berrick at (202) 512-3404 or 
berrickc@gao.gov. 

The Transportation Security 
Administration (TSA) is 
responsible for screening all 
checked baggage in U.S. airports 
for explosives and has deployed 
explosive detection systems and 
developed standard procedures for 
their use. TSA also allows 
alternative screening procedures to 
be used for short-term, special 
circumstances. This report 
addresses (1) how TSA prioritized 
the use of checked baggage 
screening procedures and 
identified trade-offs in security 
effectiveness and operational 
efficiencies; (2) how TSA reported 
use of the procedures and ensured 
that standard procedures are used 
whenever possible; and (3) what 
steps TSA took to reduce airports’ 
need to use alternative screening 
procedures and to establish 
performance measures to monitor 
their use. To address these issues, 
GAO interviewed TSA officials, 
reviewed information from TSA’s 
database on checked baggage 
screening operations; and 
conducted airport site visits. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO is recommending that TSA 
use information on airport usage of 
alternative screening procedures in 
conducting covert testing; 
strengthen TSA’s monitoring and 
tracking of the use of alternative 
screening procedures; and develop 
performance measures and targets 
for the use of alternative screening 
procedures. DHS reviewed a draft 
of this report and generally 
concurred with GAO’s findings and 
recommendations. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-869
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-869


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


