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	ARE INDIAN AIRPORTS SAFE FROM THREAT?

by Dr Sanat Kaul
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AVIATION security has been a major international issue since the attack on the Twin Towers in New York on September 9, 2001.

The International Civil Aviation Organization ( ICAO) has revamped the rules on security and introduced security audits for all countries.

India has been a victim of attacks both in aviation and otherwise, mainly because of its geographic location.

The hijack of flight IC814 in December 1999 led to overhauling of airport security by deploying a uniform force — the CISF at all airports.

It is understood that when Parliament was attacked on December 13, 2001, the attackers had also done a recce of the airport but had found it difficult to target because of enhanced security.

Unlike a normal security threat which is localised, aviation security has national and international dimensions.

Laxity at one airport can lead to an impact on another location.

There are many examples such as the IC814 flight at Kathmandu or Air India Kanishka flight in Canada which impacted another country.

Indias airport security has, therefore, been sufficiently upgraded since 2000, bringing it under a single command. This includes deployment of armed sky marshals in civil clothes in a random manner to intervene in a conflict inside an aircraft.

However, terrorists are looking for loopholes and improving their use of technology. The name of the game is to expect the unexpected. Airport technology upgradation is a constant factor as the terrorists/ hijackers are also updating themselves.

The recent arrest of Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab is a case in point. This Nigerian national was carrying an explosive substance known as PETN in his underwear. He had planned to mix and make the explosive in the aircraft but was caught.

The 26/ 11 attack on Mumbai is another case in point where security lapse and lack of interagency coordination is clear. Terrorists chose hotels and a railway station in Mumbai as soft targets.

The Mumbai airport is perhaps still vulnerable with over 1 lakh unauthorised slums within the security zone. All attempts to evict the slumdwellers have failed and now shifting the airport to a new site seems to be the only alternative.

Terrorists tend to keep up with technology. The existing screening technology of metal detectors is found to be inadequate in the face of new types of non- metallic explosives. Puffer machines, which are in use in the US, are designed to detect chemicals like the PETN. But the US is phasing them out and introducing the full- body scanners.

They use imaging technology for high detection accuracy in both metallic and non- metallic objects based on active millimetre- wave or backscatter Xray.

There is opposition to them as some consider them overobtrusive.

But the US has already introduced 300 such advanced machines and another 150 are on their way. The cost of such machines, of course, is much higher. India should consider introducing them.

India has also not been able to use dogs for detecting chemicals in an extensive way. Foreign breeds like Labradors are not only expensive but also tire out fast. Experiments using stray dogs have proved successful both in detection and endurance.

While the best equipment can be bought, if it is not fully utilised and not kept in full working order, nothing will help.

It is a question of training and retraining all the time. For aviation security, the ICAO has made training modules available to governments. It is for the governments to utilise them fully.

Coordination with other friendly countries, especially for exchange of information, is a must. We have found our territorial waters vulnerable. How about our sovereign airspace? With many abandoned, unprotected but usable airstrips all over the country, a LTTE type attack is possible. The name of the game is to counter the unexpected.

( Dr Sanat Kaul is the chairman of International Foundation for Aviation and Development ( India Chapter) and was formerly Indias representative to the ICAO)
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