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The military’s beleaguered back-
ground-check system failed to block Navy 
Yard gunman Aaron Alexis from an all-ac-
cess pass to a half-dozen military installa-
tions, despite a history of arrests for shoot-
ing episodes and disorderly conduct.

Alexis, a military contractor working 
on a computer project, used his secret-level 
clearance to gain entry to the Washington 
Navy Yard on Monday, where officials said 
he gunned down a dozen people before be-
ing killed by police.

The revelations about Alexis’s troubled 
past — and his ability to pass the govern-
ment’s security-check system — prompted 
multiple examinations Tuesday into how 
background checks are conducted and how 
long a security clearance can last without 
review. The system was already under scru-
tiny after leaks of classified documents by 
fugitive National Security Agency contrac-
tor Edward Snowden.

President Obama directed his budget 
office to conduct a government-wide re-
view of security standards for contractors 
and employees across federal agencies. De-
fense Secretary Chuck Hagel also ordered 
a broad review into security and access to 
military installations worldwide.

More than 24 hours after the deadly 
rampage, there was still widespread con-
fusion over how Alexis managed to escape 
scrutiny since being given access to classi-
fied materials and facilities five years ago. 
The private contractor that most recently 
employed him pointed the finger at the De-

fense Department, which defended its han-
dling of the case.

Alexis was granted secret-level secu-
rity clearance in March 2008, when he was 
working as a full-time Navy reservist, ac-
cording to the Pentagon. He was discharged 
from the Navy in January 2011 after a series 
of run-ins with his military superiors and 
police.

In September 2012, a Hewlett-Pack-
ard subcontractor called The Experts hired 
Alexis and said it confirmed his security 
clearance with the Defense Department. 
Thomas Hoshko, the company’s chief exec-
utive, said he confirmed the status again in 
late June of this year, when Alexis returned 
to work for the firm after a brief hiatus.

A background check done by a private 
contractor at the time turned up only a mi-
nor traffic violation, according to Hoshko. 
“It came back clean,” he said.

Alexis worked as a subcontractor help-
ing to update and replace computers for 
Navy and Marine Corps installations. Since 
July, the 34-year-old had worked at six dif-
ferent naval locations, including facilities in 
Arlington, Va., Cherry Point, N.C., and Staf-
ford, Va. He worked at the Navy Yard for 
several days before the shooting.

It is unclear why the Defense Depart-
ment approved Alexis’s security clearance 
after his 2004 arrest in Seattle for shooting 
out the tires of a car. Thomas Richards, a 
spokesman for the Office of Personnel Man-
agement, said the office conducted only one 
security review of Alexis, in 2007, and that 
it turned up his 2004 arrest in Seattle.

He maintained his clearance despite 
more recent brushes with the law and a pat-
tern of misconduct that preceded his dis-
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charge from the Navy. Alexis was arrested 
on charges of disorderly conduct in DeKalb 
County, Ga., in 2008, and after he fired a 
shot into his apartment ceiling in Texas in 
2010.

A Defense Department official said 
that lower-level clearances such as the one 
granted to Alexis are typically good for 10 
years. Former military employees who be-
come private-sector contractors can also 
maintain their clearance during that time. 
The official said a person can keep a clear-
ance “in the absence of unadjudicated de-
rogatory information.”

The agency did not conduct a new 
background check either last year, when 
Alexis was first hired as a military con-
tractor, or this summer, when Alexis was 
seeking a second stint with the contracting 
firm, people familiar with his hiring said. 
Instead, the company hired an approved 
background screening firm that confirmed 
with the Defense Department that Alexis’s 
security clearance remained valid.

A secret-level clearance requires far-
less-intensive digging than one for top-
secret clearance, and involves only a check 
of the FBI database, military records and 
data from law enforcement agencies where 
an applicant has lived, worked or attended 
school during the past five years. It does not 
require interviews with family members, 
co-workers or employers.

Hoshko told The Washington Post that 
he would not have hired Alexis if he had 
known about his arrests.

“Anything that suggests criminal prob-
lems or mental-health issues, that would be 
a flag,” he said. “We would not have hired 
him.”

No one in the company was made aware 
of the past incidents, he said. “If there’s not 
full disclosure on this, how do they expect 
us to make good decisions about who to 
trust and hire?”

Hoshko said his company and other 
contracting firms rely on the military to ap-
prove the security clearances of their em-
ployees, and he fears that budget crunches 
have led to faster and less thorough checks. 
His company hired a private firm — in 

September 2012, when Alexis first came 
to The Experts, and in June 2013, when he 
returned for another stint — to conduct a 
criminal background check of Alexis. As 
part of the company’s standard procedure 
for hiring new employees and rehiring old 
ones, the company also verified with the 
Defense Department both times that Alex-
is’s security clearance remained in force 
and conducted new drug tests.

Congressional leaders on Tuesday 
called for investigations and hearings into 
how the military screens contractors for 
classified work and entry to its bases. Sen. 
Kelly Ayotte (R-N.H.) asked the Senate 
Homeland Security and Governmental Af-
fairs Committee to hold a hearing into con-
tractor hiring practices at military installa-
tions, while Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) 
wrote to Navy Secretary Ray Mabus seek-
ing answers about oversight of contractor 
access and flaws in security clearances.

A report released Tuesday by the De-
fense Department’s inspector general also 
found serious deficiencies in a Navy screen-
ing program for people who didn’t have 
standard credentials. The program does 
not apply to contractors such as Alexis, but 
congressional staffers say it indicates an-
other serious deficiency in the screening 
system.

Auditors found 52 convicted felons 
who received routine, un escorted access 
to naval facilities through the program, 
known as the Navy Commercial Access 
Control System. The inspector general 
said the program, developed in 2010 to 
check the credentials of occasional contrac-
tors, created “a false sense of security” and 
should be abandoned immediately. In one 
example, the report said an individual was 
given unescorted access to a base in 2011 for 
more than three months before it was dis-
covered he had been convicted years earlier 
of “indecent liberties with a child,” a felony. 
Several other felonies also weren’t caught 
in the screening, including convictions for 
assault, theft and “throwing a missile at an 
occupied vehicle.”

Hoshko said he was disturbed to learn 
from The Post and other news outlets about 
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police reports alleging that Alexis shot out 
a construction worker’s tires in Seattle in 
2004 and fired a bullet into the ceiling of 
his Fort Worth apartment in 2010.

“If I can find this out just by doing a 
Google search, that is sad,” Hoshko said. 
“Anything that suggests criminal problems 
or mental-health issues, that would be a 
flag. We would not have hired him.”

Sen. Jon Tester (D-Mont.) received 
staff briefings on the case Tuesday and has 
authored legislation that would provide 
more funding to ferret out screening flaws.

“Corners are obviously being cut,” Tes-
ter said. “We had Snowden earlier this year 
and now the Navy Yard tragedy. We have to 
fix this.”

Sen. Thomas R. Carper (D-Del.) chair-
man of the Homeland Security and Gov-
ernmental Affairs Committee, said he plans 
to investigate “a number of things” in the 
coming weeks — especially how Alexis 
could have been employed by a federal con-
tractor despite his arrest records and treat-
ment for mental illness.

“What is the responsibility of our gov-
ernment and contractors to vet employees 
and from time to time reinvestigate those 
employees, if concerns arise about some-
one?” Carper asked. “What kind of clear-
ance or clearances did this suspect possess? 
What kind of background check did he un-
dergo in order to get his clearance? Were his 
clearances up to date? Is there some quality 
problem with the quality process of grant-

ing those clearances? And maybe a third 
one is what can we learn from this incident 
to help make this installation and other 
military installations and federal buildings 
safer, so that some good could come out of 
something that was awful.”

Hoshko, whose company is based in 
Fort Lauderdale, Fla., said he applauds 
Congress’s revived interest in the rigor of 
security clearances, the vast majority of 
which are handled by private firms.

“You have to more seriously look at the 
people’s backgrounds,” Hosh ko said. “If he 
had a mental background, we would have 
wanted to know it. . . . The whole [security 
clearance process] needs to be reviewed top 
to bottom.”

Alexis began working for The Experts 
as an hourly computer technician in Sep-
tember 2012 at a U.S. military base in Ja-
pan and finished his work in Japan in Janu-
ary 2013.

“There were no incidents,” Hosh ko 
said. “The guys liked him.”

He took a break, according to co-work-
ers, because he wanted to go back to school.

He returned to work on The Experts’ 
subcontract in July. Alexis told one of his 
colleagues that he was returning to the con-
tracting world “because school didn’t pay,” 
Hoshko said.
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