THE SHORE CORPS: PORT SECURITY UNITS
By PA3 Bill Colclough

Nigh of noon on the edge of the Persian Gulf, a go-fast races under the 
Arabian sun. Darting into the security zone of a U.S. Navy aircraft carrier, the 
operator notices a grey, small boat flashing blue lights with .50-caliber machine 
guns locked and loaded. The security zone violator turns out to be only a 
pleasure-cruising reveler from Kuwait. 

Like a dragonfly encircling a great eagle, a 25-foot Boston Whaler crew 
patrols a perimeter around a 1,050-foot aircraft carrier for escort and force 
protection.  A truck potentially laden with Improvised Explosive Devices (IED), a 
common Al Qaeda tactic, proceeds to enter a checkpoint at a U.S. military base. 
Security personnel armed with M-16 rifles and telescoping mirrors deny entry for 
the suspicious vehicle. An actual exercise and a daunting scenario command the 

vigilance of Coastguardsmen on the other side of the world. 
In the 1980s, the concept of a Rapid Deployment Force was developed to 

protect vital overseas ports and military equipment. As a specialized service for the U.S. Navy in wartime, the Coast Guard created an equally special entity known as Port Security Units (PSU). The port security program predates to the passage of the Espionage Act of 1917, which gave the Coast Guard responsibility for the security of port areas. 
A PSU is a deployable unit organized for operations to provide waterside protection to key assets such as pier areas, high value assets and harbor entrances at the termination/origination point of the Sea Lines of 
Communications (SLOCs). They conduct outside continental U.S. (OCONUS) port security in support of requesting regional commanders-in-chief.

Prior to 1990, the organization of a PSU was theoretical. The first three were notional units in Buffalo, N.Y. (PSU 301), Cleveland (PSU 302) and Milwaukee (PSU 303).  The concept evolved out of the Ninth Coast Guard District’s Reserve program. Currently, there are eight PSUs, which are:
PSU 301: Cape Cod, Mass.
PSU 305: Fort Eustis, Va.

PSU 307: St. Petersburg, Fla.

PSU 308: Gulfport, Miss.
PSU 309: Cleveland, Ohio

PSU 311: Long Beach, Calif.

PSU 312: San Francisco
PSU 313: Seattle, Wash.


Each PSU is staffed by 140 reservists and five active duty personnel. They prepare for contingency operations during weekend drills and normally participate in either an exercise or specialized training during two weeks of Active Duty.  In the past, PSUs have conducted an annual exercise  in support of Operation Bright Star. Prior to Operation Iraqi Freedom, PSUs have conducted OCONUS training exercises in various locations worldwide, including Korea, Portugal, Honduras, Egypt and Jordan, according to Cmdr. Bruce Bruni, former 
commanding officer of PSU 308. Every member receives combat skills training at Camp Lejeune, N.C., in addition to five drills every month.

“PSUs are supposed to do OCONUS training every three years. We ran our own training session because we couldn’t quite get the time frame we wanted from SMTC (Special Missions Training Center),” Bruni said.
ASSETS
PSUs employ six fast and maneuverable Transportable Port Security Boats 

(TPSBs), which consist of 25-foot Boston Whaler Guardians outfitted with two 
175-horsepower outboard engines. The units are also equipped with spare 
material, pick-up trucks and vans as well as boat trailers, tents and Department 
of Defense-compatible radios. There are a total of 16 Individual Storage Units 
(ISU) available with a capacity of 10,000 pounds, which contain the entire 
inventory of the unit’s equipment. Fourteen ISUs are deployed overseas, 
according to Lt. Michelle Watson, logistics officer, PSU 309.
DIVISIONS
Weapons: The weapons division consists of a Weapon’s Officer, a Gunner’s 
Mate 1st class and two or three Gunner’s Mates 3rd class. Members use a variety 

of light and crew-served weapons, which include:
· Browning .50-caliber M2 machine gun

· M240B machine gun
· M4 carbine automatic rifle

· 12-guage 870 riot shotgun

· Beretta M9 9 mm service pistol

· M203 40 mm grenade launcher

Security: The security division is tasked with providing protection to vessels in 

security zones and pier areas, as well as providing security for internal unit needs 

such as the command center, berthing areas and traffic control/vehicle 

movement. They operate behind the scenes for the entire PSU and also 

assist the Joint Rear Area Commander’s security forces.
CAPABILITIES
With the exception of polar regions or areas with ice-covered water, a 

PSU is capable of worldwide deployment in national defense regional 

contingency environments. They conduct defensive operations to protect 

high value assets (HVA) within the protected waters of a harbor. The operating 
environments are from shore sites or barges. Normally, the PSU will 

operate in a low threat environment (Level 1). They can continue operations if 

area of responsibility escalates to a medium (Level II) or high threat (Level III) 

environment if additional security is provided by the regional commander. 
Typically, the crew operates independently, but may operate 
with a U.S. Navy Mobile Inshore Undersea Warfare Unit (MIUWU). Additional 
naval coastal units include Coast Guard High Endurance Cutters, U.S. Marine’s 
Fleet Anti-Terrorism Security Teams (FAST) and U.S. Army Military Police. They 
are also capable of conducting continuous boat operations with three or four 
boats underway simultaneously. If necessary, the boats may operate in up to 
four-foot seas for less than one hour with a severely degraded mission capability.
MISSIONS
The predecessor of PSU 309, Reserve Unit Cleveland, participated in a 

Major Fleet Training Exercise called Ocean Venture 84 in 1984. The entire unit, 

along with members of other Ninth District reserve units, were flown by C-141 to 
Key West, Fla. to establish a mock-up of an overseas port security base. The 

Buffalo unit also participated in Ocean Venture 84 and Gallant Eagle 86, which 
helped define the wartime role of the current 309.


 In August 1990, PSU 302 (now 309) was activated for Operation Desert 

Shield. When coalition forces began shipping war materials to Saudi Arabia, the 

protection of ships necessitated the presence of a port security unit. Their 

primary duty was securing U.S. and allied warships anchored in the port of 

Manama, Bahrain. PSU 303 (Milwaukee) served in Al-Damman, Saudi Arabia 

during the first Gulf War.

PSU 301 (Buffalo) was called-up in 1994 for Operation Uphold Democracy 
and was sent to Cap Haitien, Haiti. They secured the port facilities there while 
exiled President Aristide returned to power. Several overseas exercises followed 
such as Operation Linked Seas in Portugal, Operation Foal Eagle in South Korea 
and Bright Star 2000 in Egypt.

After the attack on the USS Cole in October of 2000, PSU 309 headed to 
the Middle East to provide vital force protection for the Navy assets. In December 
of the same year, three separate detachments, (Bravo, Charlie and Delta) of the 

unit participated in aspects of Operation Southern Watch, again providing 

waterside security and shipboard security forces on a naval vessel in Manama, 
Bahrain. 

Before deploying to the port of Ash-Shuaiba, Kuwait for Operation 
Enduring Freedom in February 2003, PSU 309 shipped to Sicily, Italy. PSU 309  
relieved PSUs 307, 308 and 313 to guard U.S. and allied ships in transit to Iraq 
and aid security forces in Turkish ports.  

Stateside in 2005, PSUs 308 and 309 mobilized and assisted their fellow 

Americans along the Gulf coast for Hurricane Katrina. Following the storm, many 

PSU 308 and PSU 309 personnel reported immediately for duty, while they were 
personally impacted.
MSST

Modeled after the PSU are the Maritime Safety and Security Teams 

(MSST), which were created under the Maritime Transportation Security Act in 
2002. MSSTs provide a complementary non-redundant capability designed to 
close critical security gaps in our nation’s strategic seaports. Employing K-9 
teams and radiation detection, the MSST deploy in support of National Special 
Security events requiring Coast Guard presence, such as the Olympics and the 
Super Bowl. Similar to a PSU, an MSST conducts waterside protection of high 
value assets, anti-terrorism force protection and support Naval Coastal Warfare 

Squadron. However, the MSST operates strictly inside the continental United 

States (INCONUS).

There are currently 13 MSSTs with 75 Active Duty personnel each. The 

duty rotation is deployed “Alpha,” away from home port typically for 30 days. All 

are equipped with the 25-foot Defender Class small response boats.  

The team is able to support a security zone using seven, four-person boat crews 

with four boats on a deployment, rotating the watch every eight hours, according 

to BM1 Curtis Taft, Waterside Detachment Team One Section Leader, MSST 

Kings Bay (91108). 

The Teams are as follows:

MSST 91101 – Seattle, Wash.




MSST 91102 – Chesapeake, Va.


MSST 91103 – Los Angeles/Long Beach


MSST 91104 – Houston/Galveston


MSST 91105 – San Francisco


MSST 91106
-- Ft. Wadsworth, N.Y.


MSST 91107 – Honolulu, Hawaii


MSST 91108 – St. Mary’s, Ga.


MSST 91109 – San Diego


MSST 91110 -- Boston


MSST 91111 – Anchorage, Alaska


MSST 91112 – New Orleans


MSST 91114 -- Miami


In 2007 and beyond, the port security program will become integrated with 

the Deployable Operations Group, a new construct aggregating various 

resources such as PSUs, LEDETs and MSSTs to respond to asymmetrical 
threats and dynamic hazards.

From swift and stealth vertical insertions on non-compliant vessels to 
vigilant escorts for the U.S. Navy fleet, these units of the smallest military branch 
span the globe in the service of America’s grandest armada and ideals.

Far from the familiar sands of Seattle or Port Clinton, Ohio, a crew of 
four execute a mission whose sun will not soon set.

Thus ever, they will be …


The Shore Corp.

