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T
he congressman 
had been called 
a “starvation ex-
pert” by ana-
lysts on TV and a 

“monster” by colleagues in 
the House of Representa-
tives. Protesters had visited 
his offices carrying petitions 
demanding he resign. And 
now, six months into his cru-
sade to overhaul the food stamp program, 
Rep. Steve Southerland (R-Fla.) departed 
the Capitol to address his most wary au-
dience yet: the people whose government 
benefits he hoped to curtail.

“Stick to your talking points this time 
if you can,” said a staff member, handing 
him a sheet of those talking points minutes 

before they left for the event.
“It’s too late to start be-

ing cautious,” Southerland 
said, folding the paper and 
leaving it on his desk. It was 
already late summer, and 
he hoped to pass the most 
significant food stamp over-
haul in decades by the end 
of the fiscal year on Sept. 30.

The event was listed 
on his schedule as a “Poverty Tour,” and 
Southerland had invited a dozen Repub-
lican policy experts to join him. They 
boarded a bus provided by the Heritage 
Foundation, a conservative think tank, 
and traveled across Washington to a job-
training center, where three homeless men 
idled outside. Southerland stood at the 

Rep. Steve Southerland believes in hard work.
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front of the bus to address his colleagues. 
He looked like the funeral director he had 
been before running for Congress in 2008 
— shoes polished, suit pressed, eyes sol-
emn, head bowed as if in prayer. “This is 
an important moment for us,” he said. If 
only his tough-love message could reso-
nate with the unemployed, then maybe he 
could win over a divided Congress.

“What we are fighting for is a cultural 
shift,” Southerland told his colleagues on 
the bus. “The explosion of food stamps in 
this country is not just a fiscal issue for me. 
This is a defining moral issue of our time.”

Southerland’s food stamp proposal, 
which the House narrowly voted to approve 
Thursday, would require able-bodied adults 
to work or volunteer at least 20 hours each 
week in order to receive government food 
assistance. “It’s the simple solution,” he said 
in March at a news conference introducing 
the idea. But in the months since, he has 
learned that no idea is simple in Washing-
ton, especially not one that would funda-
mentally alter a program that has tripled 

in size in the past decade, growing to sup-
port a record 47 million people at a cost of 
$80 billion each year.

In a divided Congress, few debates 
have been more fractious than the one over 
food stamps and few proposals have been 
as contentious as Southerland’s. Republi-
cans say his idea would encourage people 
to find jobs, decreasing government spend-
ing while adding workers to the economy. 
Democrats say it would leave millions of 
the most vulnerable Americans hungry at 
a time when food insecurity is already ap-
proaching historic highs.

Southerland’s proposal passed the 
House despite receiving no Democratic 
support, as part of a bill that would cut 
3.8 million people and $4 billion from the 
food stamp program next year. But that 
vote was only the first of many. In order to 
become law, his work requirement must 
survive a conference committee between 
leaders in the House and Senate, two more 
congressional votes, and a president al-
ready threatening a veto.

Rep. Steve Southerland (R-Fla.) calls his parents from the office of the funeral home the family runs in Panama City. Southerland is an avid hunter; those are his deer mounted in the office.Rep. Steve Southerland (R-Fla.) calls his parents from the office of the funeral home the family runs in Panama City. 
Southerland is an avid hunter; those are his deer mounted in the office.
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“Getting something done here can be 
like navigating a maze,” Southerland said.

On this day, the maze led him up 
the stairs to the training center, where 25 
residents of Southeast Washington were 
crammed into a classroom to learn tips 
about preparing for a job interview in fast 
food. All were unemployed. Most were 
among the 24 percent of Washington resi-
dents who receive between $100 and $600 
each month in food assistance.

“Shower. Tuck in your shirt. Make eye 
contact with the interviewer,” the teacher 
was saying.

“Make sure your belt and your shoes 
match,” Southerland interjected, walking 
into the room with his colleagues and then 
introducing himself.

He began as he always does by tell-
ing his family story, which aides refer to as 
“The Gospel of Work.” His grandfather quit 
school in the sixth grade and made himself 
into the busiest funeral director in Panama 
City, Fla., continuing to work until he died 
at 91. Southerland started helping in that 
same funeral home before he turned 10, an-
swering phones, washing cars and arrang-
ing flowers as he learned the family busi-

ness. He required each of his four daughters 
to apply for work at a nearby restaurant on 
the day she turned 15. “Work is life. Work is 
opportunity,” he said now. He quoted from 
the Bible, citing a passage about how God 
created Adam to tend the Garden of Eden. 
“Even in paradise, we worked,” he said. 
“Work is not a punishment. It is what con-
nects you with your purpose in life. What’s 
your purpose?”

One by one, the men and women in 
the classroom stood to share their plans. 
One wanted to become a teacher. Another 
said his “purpose” was to make at least $10 
an hour. A man who had just cared for his 
dying mother thought maybe he could be-
come a hospice nurse. “I liked the feeling 
of taking care of her, just knowing I was 
needed,” he said.

“Yes!” Southerland shouted, clapping 
his hands, punching his fist against the air. 
“Now, that’s a purpose. Don’t wait for your 
ship to come in. Swim out to it.”

An older woman raised her hand in the 
corner of the classroom. She explained that 
she had been on public assistance most of 
her life. Food stamps helped her feed three 
kids. “I’ve been through dark times,” she 

PHOTOS BY MICHAEL S. WILLIAMSON/THE WASHINGTON POST

Several motels just east of Panama City house long-term residents who cannot afford homes or traditional
rents. The poverty level in Southerland’s Florida district is 11 percent, slightly above the national average.
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said. “I needed help, and I got it. 
Do you believe that’s wrong?”

Southerland thought for 
a few seconds and then took a 
step toward her. “I believe that if 
you are going to eat, you should 
bring something to the table,” he 
said. The woman started to inter-
rupt, but Southerland held up his 
hand. “That can be volunteering. 
That can be delivering Meals on 
Wheels. But somehow you’ve got 
to contribute.

“I believe in a God-given 
purpose,” he told her. “I believe 
that being dependent makes you 
more vulnerable. I believe work 
is the greatest gift you will ever 
receive.”

For the past six months, South-
erland had been translating 
those beliefs into a succession 
of 14-hour workdays, trying to 
will his proposal into existence. 
He had delivered 45 speeches 
about food stamps, consulted 
with 20 anti-poverty experts and 
presented his idea to 13 gover-
nors. He had studied persuasive-
writing techniques and read half 
a dozen books about effective 
leadership. And yet the biggest 
legislative project of his life still 
existed only on paper, inside two 
binders on his office shelf labeled 
“Important.”

Southerland had left his job at the fu-
neral home in 2007 to run for office on a 
platform of small government and Sec-
ond Amendment rights despite having no 
legislative experience and no connections 
in Washington. When it looked as if he 
would win, to become the first Republican 
elected in his Florida Panhandle district in 
130 years, he went to the library to study 
books about the legislative process. Write a 
bill. Get a sponsor. Go to committee. De-
bate. Vote. Senate. President. Only in the 
past few months, Southerland said, had he 

begun to learn “all the behind-the-scenes 
steps nobody talks about.”

His food stamp proposal was not, in 
fact, his proposal. It was something that 
was handed to him by a stroke of political 
luck. He had wanted to pursue food stamp 
reform since arriving in Washington, but he 
lacked authority as a junior lawmaker rel-
egated to subcommittees on fisheries and 
highway transportation. Instead, the idea 
for a work requirement came from 17 state 
human services secretaries who gathered 
in November to pitch their proposal to Re-
publican members of the House Ways and 
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Means Committee, who forwarded some of 
those ideas to Majority Leader Eric Cantor 
(R-Va.), who suggested the human services 
secretaries work with Southerland because, 
Cantor said, he was “a passionate true be-
liever.”

“Absolutely! This is what I’m about,” 
Southerland had said, promising to make 
the proposal his No. 1 priority until it 
passed.

Now his color-coded office schedule 
had become a rainbow of food stamp events: 
red for anti-poverty tours, blue for private 
meetings, black for lobbyist appointments 
and the rare sliver of teal for personal time. 
He was meeting regularly with Arthur 
Brooks, president of the American Enter-
prise Institute, to learn how to sell the idea 
by using active language, such as “earned 
success,” “sweat equity” and “upward mo-
bility.” He was asking Newt Gingrich to give 
supportive interviews and Rick Santorum 
to write op-eds.

The best chance to enact reform, 
Southerland had decided, was to make the 
specifics of his proposal “utterly unobjec-
tionable,” he said. Even though he believed 

in a 40-hour workweek, his proposal 
would mandate only 20. Even though he 
wanted it to be a national requirement, 
states would be able to implement or ig-
nore it. There would be exemptions for 
the elderly, the disabled and mothers with 
children under 1. Some conservatives re-
fused to back his proposal because it was 
“too soft,” he said, but Southerland was 
willing to trade their endorsements for 
more-widespread support.

Earlier in the summer, he stood on the 
House floor to present his idea to the entire 
chamber for the first time. He planned to 
speak for two minutes. After 10 seconds, he 
noticed a dozen Democrats moving toward 
a microphone, lining up for rebuttals.

“Egregious,” one said.
“Unbelievably misguided,” said another.
“Offensive.”
“Draconian.”
“Outright shameful.”

On the job

Several weeks later, still reeling from 
what he called the “debacle on the floor,” 
Southerland climbed into a black SUV in 

PHOTOS BY MICHAEL S. WILLIAMSON/THE WASHINGTON POST

Rep. Steve Southerland chats with Dayshean Brown inWashington during a break in her training
session at AmericaWorks, a program for people who hope to gain new skills for the job market.
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northwest Florida to drive across his con-
gressional district with Jonathan Hayes, his 
chief of staff. They had booked seven events 
in two days, a trip that would cover more 
than 300 miles, but Southerland was look-
ing forward to the drive. He hung his suit 
jacket in the back seat and grabbed a tobac-
co pipe. “Even if we’re working nonstop, the 
stress fades when I’m here,” he said.

His trips home sometimes made him 
wonder why he had ever decided to leave. 
In Panama City, he had left behind the wife 
he met in first grade and their four daugh-
ters, two of whom were still in high school. 
He missed his single-story house in the 
Panama City suburbs, where friends mostly 
wanted to talk about deer season and where 
even the most ardent Democrats respected 
the Southerlands for their work ethic and 
their Southern Baptist faith.

“In Washington, if someone disagrees 
with you, the problem must be your heart 
— you must be evil,” he said. “Here, if we 
fight, we are only fighting about an idea.”

On some days, Southerland also pined 
for his old job: 450 funerals every year, 
each not only a crisis for the family of the 
deceased but also a chance to make an im-
mediate impact on the living. The funeral 
home had five phone lines, including one 

that rang straight to Southerland’s house 
when a death occurred in the middle of the 
night. Stillbirths, abductions, car accidents 
— he worked the funerals that others in his 
funeral home tried to avoid. He stood be-
side relatives as they visited the body. He 
rode with them in the hearse. Sometimes, 
at the grave sites, he sang hymns in a deep 
and mournful baritone. Nobody ever ques-
tioned his heart or his motives. He never 
doubted the value of his work.

Each funeral helped clarify his priori-
ties. No matter whom they buried — back-
woods alcoholics and resort owners, immi-
grants and veterans, in birch boxes and blue 
velvet caskets — the best eulogies remained 
the same. They were stories of family, 
friendship, ambition and hard work. Work 
created a legacy. Work provided meaning.

“I never heard anybody remembered 
for the things they didn’t do, or the im-
pact they didn’t make, or the dreams they 
didn’t have,” Southerland said as the SUV 
crossed into Liberty County, the center of 
his district.

He looked out the window at the twist-
ing Apalachicola River, its brown water 
buffeted by green cedars and Spanish moss. 
Some locals in Liberty County believe the 
Garden of Eden had once existed on a bluff 

Southerland gives his interns KelsyWall and LamariousMyers a quick tour of the Capitol during a break in voting this month.Southerland gives his interns Kelsy Wall and Lamarious Myers a quick tour of the Capitol during a break in voting 
this month.
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high above the river, and the land had been 
home to Seminole and Creek tribes, Span-
ish missionaries, British settlers and the 
Confederate army — a place where societ-
ies rose and then fell. On his drives through 
the area, Southerland sometimes wondered 
if he was witnessing another civilization in 
decline. Many stores in downtown Bristol 
were unoccupied and boarded up. The pov-
erty rate was 25 percent. A pawnshop ad-
vertised “cheap guns,” and a gas station sign 
read “Food stamps welcome here.”

“Food stamps welcome everywhere,” 
Southerland said, seeing the sign.

“So many people, just stuck,” Hayes 
said.

“This is the fifth generation of depen-
dency,” Southerland said. “We have encour-
aged people to be sharecroppers instead of 
owning the land. The casualty of human 
capital, only eternity knows.”

They crossed through the dense pines 
of Apalachicola National Forest, where in-
tergenerational poverty was hidden behind 
the trees. Southerland had received letters 
from people here who lived in trailers on 
unincorporated land. They wanted help 
buying food. They wanted opportunities for 
their children. How could Southerland con-
vince them that this was one problem gov-
ernment alone could not solve? The Unit-
ed States had already spent 50 years and 
$16 trillion on the war against poverty, and 
yet the wealth gap continued to grow and 
the rate of extreme poverty in rural Florida 
had increased for eight consecutive years. 
If anything, government was complicit, 
Southerland thought. It had drained peo-
ple’s ambition by giving them just enough 
money to stay poor. “It’s a travesty, what 
we’ve done,” he said. Food stamps were nec-
essary to ward off desperation for the truly 
vulnerable — the disabled, sick, elderly — 
but they didn’t count as a way of life.

The only chance to create opportunities 
for the next generation, he said, was to do 
what his grandfather had done, accepting 
groceries and tools in exchange for burial 
services to keep the business alive that first 
year; or what his father had done, risking 

the family’s emergency savings to build a 
bigger funeral home; or what Southerland 
himself had done, working 80-hour weeks 
to double the family business and expand-
ing it into granite and timber.

“Government might help you survive,” 
he said, “but work creates lasting improve-
ment.”

Now Southerland arrived in Tallahas-
see to tour a job-training facility for the 
homeless, where he hoped to tell residents 
about his proposal. Fifteen minutes into 
the visit, he noticed a videographer follow-
ing him on the tour. He recognized the man 
as a Democratic activist who was making 
campaign videos for Southerland’s oppo-
nent in the next election. The ads would 
splice Southerland’s words and make him 
into a caricature, he thought. They would 
dismiss his qualifications and distort his 
ideas. They would question not only his 
policies but also his motives.

He pulled one of the program’s found-
ers aside midway through the tour.

“I’m mostly going to listen today,” 
Southerland said, gesturing at the videog-
rapher. “Anything I say here could be turned 
against me.”

The distance between

This was the part of being a congress-
man that Southerland had begun referring 
to as the “devil’s duty” — the strategic part, 
when true belief capitulated to politics. 
And as the end of the fiscal year neared, it 
was politicking that dominated his sched-
ule, first in Florida and then back in Wash-
ington.

In the run-up to Thursday’s vote, 
Southerland met with Republicans four 
times in Cantor’s office, and Cantor prom-
ised to push for a work requirement in the 
final version of the bill. But Democrats in 
the House and the Senate continued to ob-
ject to even minor changes, promising to 
defeat Southerland’s proposal even after it 
passed the House by seven votes. They dis-
agreed not only with Southerland’s propos-
al but also with his diagnosis of the prob-
lem and with his facts.
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He said food stamp spending was 
“growing into oblivion”; Democrats said 
it would decrease just as quickly once the 
economy improved.

He cited data from the Agriculture 
Department indicating that half of food 
stamp recipients had stopped looking for 
work; Democrats countered with data also 
from the USDA showing that the fastest-
growing demographic on food stamps was 
people who did work, but in jobs that paid 
so little they still qualified for the benefit.

He said his proposal would encourage 
people to enter the workforce; they said en-
couragement was useless since his proposal 
provided no guaranteed money for job- 
training programs.

He said that only working-age adults 
would be affected by the requirement; they 
questioned what would happen to the chil-
dren of those working-age adults if their 
parents didn’t find jobs and their families 
lost food stamps.

“We are dealing with opposite reali-
ties,” Southerland said. “So you fight and 
fight and fight and maybe get half of what 
you want.”

One night, exhausted and eager for 
a break, he left the Capitol to have dinner 
with his eldest daughter, Amanda, along 
with Hayes and his communications direc-
tor, Matt McCullough. Amanda had gradu-
ated from college in Florida and moved to 
suburban Virginia to learn about govern-
ment and be closer to her father.

“How’s life in the crazy Capitol?” she 
asked now, over milkshakes and burgers.

“This place is a mile wide and an inch 
deep,” Southerland said.

He explained that he had spent the past 
few days studying 20 years of food stamp 
policy, trying to differentiate himself from 
his colleagues by becoming an expert. “No-
body here really knows anything,” he said. 
He thought about that for a second and 
then reconsidered. “There’s one other guy,” 
he said. “A Democrat.” He told her about a 
Massachusetts liberal named Jim McGov-
ern, who had been giving a speech about 
hunger on the House floor each week. Mc-

Govern had rallied the Democrats against 
Southerland’s proposal. Out of 435 people 
in the House, he was the only one who had 
studied food stamps just as hard and who 
seemed to care just as much.

“What does he say about all of this to 
you?” his daughter asked.

“I don’t know,” Southerland said. “I 
haven’t talked to him.”

“What?” she said. “Seriously? Never? 
That doesn’t make sense.” She knew her 
dad as a conciliator who valued mentoring 
young men at church, yearly hunting trips 
with his three siblings and funeral direc-
tor retreats to the mountains. “Your whole 
thing is connecting with people,” she said. 
“Everybody likes you.” And yet here was 
another Washington lawmaker, elected to 
solve the same problems, who had become 
an expert on the same issue, who worked in 
the same place, and her dad had never met 
with him?

“Can’t you ask him to coffee?” she 
asked. “You could work together.”

“That wouldn’t play so well with the 
conservative base,” Hayes joked.

“Or back in district,” McCullough said.
“Honey, look,” Southerland said, star-

ing at her intently, pleading with her to un-
derstand. “Washington is a runaway freight 
train. There isn’t time here for anything.” 
He reached for two empty milkshake glass-
es to help him illustrate the problem, set-
ting the glasses side by side on the table, 
their rims touching. “This is me, and this is 
the other guy when we get to Washington,” 
he said. “Different ideas, different people, 
but we are close. We are touching. Demo-
crat and Republican. We can do something 
with this.” 

He started to slowly pull the glasses in 
separate directions, ticking off reasons for 
the escalating divide. “Fundraising. Cam-
paigns,” he said, moving the glasses farther 
apart. “Votes, strategy, rushing around, lob-
byists, name-calling,” he continued, spread-
ing the glasses farther, moving his daugh-
ter’s plate to clear a path for one of them. 
“I have my meetings and they have theirs. I 
run by them. They run by me. It’s all about 
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winning, winning, winning. Winning — 
not fixing problems — defines all.”

Now Southerland stretched his arms as 
far as he could, placing each glass at a dis-
tant edge of the table. Each was just an inch 
from falling and shattering on the ground. 
This was the congressional divide over food 
stamps and so much else. This was Wash-
ington in 2013 — one place, Southerland 

was beginning to realize, where legisla-
tion depended on so much more than hard 
work.

“So now I’m here and they’re way over 
there,” he said, pointing to the glasses. “We 
can barely see each other. We can’t solve 
anything like this.”

eli.saslow@washpost.com
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nairobi — The bloody siege of an
upscale mall by Islamist militants
ended Tuesday with five of the
attackers dead and 11 taken into
custody, amid fears that the death
toll of more than 60 civilians
could substantially rise when au-
thorities begin searching through
the wreckage.

“As a nation, our head is blood-
ied but unbowed,” Kenyan Presi-
dent Uhuru Kenyatta said in a
televised address, declaring three
days of mourning. “We have

ashamed and defeated our attack-
ers.”

But the assault at the Westgate
Premier Shopping Mall could also
bolster the image of al-Shabab,
the al-Qaeda-linked Somali mili-
tia that asserted responsibility for
the attack, at a time when it has
been weakened by a loss of terri-
tory in Somalia and violent in-
fighting. The attackers managed
to prolong the standoff in the
international spotlight for four
days, highlighting their demands
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toughest job yet: Trying
to persuade a divided

Congress to overhaul the
food stamp program

Rep. Steve Southerland believes in hard work.

And that’s what he got.

BY ELI SASLOW

“It’s too late to start being cautious,”
Southerland said, folding the paper and
leaving it on his desk. It was already late
summer, and he hoped to pass the most
significant food stamp overhaul in decades by
the end of the fiscal year on Sept. 30.

The event was listed on his schedule as a
“Poverty Tour,” and Southerland had invited a
dozen Republican policy experts to join him.
They boarded a bus provided by the Heritage
Foundation, a conservative think tank, and
traveled across Washington to a job-training
center, where three homeless men idled
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Above: Rep. Steve Southerland
(R-Fla.) at the Capitol this month.

T
he congressman had been called a
“starvation expert” by analysts on
TV and a “monster” by colleagues in
the House of Representatives. Pro-
testers had visited his offices carry-

ing petitions demanding he resign. And now,
six months into his crusade to overhaul the
food stamp program, Rep. Steve Southerland
(R-Fla.) departed the Capitol to address his
most wary audience yet: the people whose
government benefits he hoped to curtail.

“Stick to your talking points this time if you
can,” said a staff member, handing him a sheet
of those talking points minutes before they left
for the event.

BY ZACHARY A. GOLDFARB

Democrats are working hard to
exploit massive unrest in the Re-
publican Party over the looming
government shutdown, which
many see as one of their best
chances of holding the Senate or
even gaining the House in next
year’s midterm elections.

White House officials and other
Democrats have been content to
watch in recent days as Republi-
cans have torn into one another
over strategic disputes, and they
are in no rush to launch negotia-
tions on how to avoid a shutdown.

Instead they have attacked Re-
publicans as reckless, pressuring
themtodecidewhether tokeep the
government open with no strings
attached — as Democrats favor —
or shut it down.

The key to the Democratic strat-
egy is a belief that a showdown is
likely to play out similarly to the
government shutdowns of 1995
and 1996, which turned public
opinionsharplyagainsttheRepub-
lican majority.

“It wouldn’t be the worst thing
for Democrats if [Republicans]
tried to shut the government
down,” Hillary Rodham Clinton,
the former secretary of state and a
potential 2016 presidential candi-
date, said in New York on Tuesday.

“We’ve seen that movie before,
and it didn’t work out so well for
those so-called obstructionists,”

obama continued on A7

Democrats tap
unrest in GOP
SHUTDOWN VIEWED AS OPENING FOR 2014

Strategists see gains if voters blame Republicans

BY SCOTT WILSON

new york — President Obama
said Tuesday that he will use the
remainder of his term to pursue
better relations with Iran in the
hope of resolving the controversy
surrounding its nuclear program,
pledging an activist U.S. agenda
in the Middle East and beyond
despite growing isolationist pres-
sure at home.

In a 50-minute address to the
U.N. General Assembly, Obama
said he will devote his diplomatic
efforts in the region to securing
an Israeli-Palestinian peace
agreement, hopeful that talks
now underway through Ameri-
can encouragement may end the
long conflict. He said that “real
breakthroughs” on those two is-
sues would “have a profound and
positive impact on the entire Mid-
dle East and North Africa.”

Iran’s new president, Hassan
Rouhani, in his own address to

the General Assembly on Tuesday
evening, was at times sharply crit-
ical of U.S. foreign policy in the
region, echoing the complaints of
his predecessor over the treat-
ment of Palestinians, the use of
drones and other issues.

But he also pledged serious
international negotiations over
Iran’s nuclear program in a
speech apparently designed to
appeal to competing political in-
terests inside Iran.

“We can arrive at a framework
to manage our differences,” Rou-
hani said, with Iran and the Unit-
ed States on “equal footing.”

Rouhani, making his debut at
the world body, said he had
“listened carefully” to Obama’s
address from the same podium

u.n. continued on A14

Obama vows to pursue
better relations with Iran

Israeli-Palestinian
peace accord also a
priority, he tells U.N.

BY MIKE DEBONIS

District leaders pondered an
unprecedented act of defiance
Tuesday, threatening to keep the
city government open even if con-
gressional leaders are unable to
avert a federal government shut-
down next week.

The District is unique among
local jurisdictions in the United
States in requiring a federal ap-
propriation to spend its budget,
even though it is largely funded by
locally raised taxes and fees.
Should Congress fail to extend
spending authorization beyond
the current limit of Sept. 30, the
city government would be legally
bound to curtail all but essential
services.

Police and firefighters would
report to work, and public schools
would remain open. But libraries
and recreation centers would
close. The DMV would go dark,
potholes would go unfilled and no

district continued on A6

D.C. considers
staying open
for business

Nairobi siege ends, but
al-Shabab may be on rise

BY CRAIG WHITLOCK
AND GREG MILLER

The U.S. military has been
forced to relocate a large fleet of
drones from a key counterterror-
ism base on the Horn of Africa
after a string of crashes fanned
local fears that the unmanned
aircraft were at risk of colliding
with passenger planes, according
to documents and interviews.

Air Force drones ceased flying
this month from Camp Lemonni-
er, a U.S. installation in Djibouti,
after local officials expressed
alarm about several drone acci-
dents and mishaps in recent
years. The base serves as the
combat hub for counterterrorism
operations in Yemen and Soma-
lia, playing a critical role in U.S.
operations against al-Shabab,
the Somali Islamist militia that

has asserted responsibility for
the Nairobi shopping mall at-
tack, which killed more than 60
people.

The Pentagon has temporarily
moved the unmanned aircraft
from the U.S. base in Djibouti’s
capital to a makeshift airstrip in
a more remote part of the coun-
try. U.S. military officials said the
disruption has not affected their
overall ability to launch drone

strikes in the region, but they
declined to say whether it has
forced them to curtail the fre-
quency of drone missions or
hindered their surveillance of
al-Shabab camps and fighters.

The Djiboutian government’s
growing unease over drone
flights casts doubt on its commit-
ment to host the aircraft over the

drones continued on A4

U.S. relocates drones after Djibouti raises safety concerns

Kerry to sign arms treaty
The U.S. will join a pact aimed at the
flow of conventional weapons. A14

U.S., Russia face off
Two sides trade barbs over blame
for Syrian chemical attack. A14

Rousseff scolds NSA
Brazilian president calls spying
revelations an “affront.” A15

Scientists feel squeeze
Biomedical research has been hurt
by the sequester’s funding cuts. A6

Cruz takes the floor
The Texas senator opens a
filibuster that threatens a deal. A6
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Mayor Vincent C. Gray has
grownmore interested in the
idea of ignoring the shutdown.

KATE HOLT/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Relatives comfort Ramesh Vaya, center, after he lit the funeral pyre
for his wife, Malti, who was shot dead at theWestgate mall.
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‘Work is the greatest gift you will ever receive’
Rep. Steve Southerland (R-Fla.) calls his parents from the office of the funeral home the family runs in Panama City. Southerland is an avid hunter; those are his deer mounted in the office.
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Several motels just east of Panama City house long-term residents who cannot afford homes or traditional
rents. The poverty level in Southerland’s Florida district is 11 percent, slightly above the national average.

outside. Southerland stood at the front of the
bus to address his colleagues. He looked like
the funeral director he had been before
running for Congress in 2008 — shoes
polished, suit pressed, eyes solemn, head
bowed as if in prayer. “This is an important
moment for us,” he said. If only his tough-love
message could resonate with the unem-
ployed, then maybe he could win over a
divided Congress.

“What we are fighting for is a cultural
shift,” Southerland told his colleagues on the
bus. “The explosion of food stamps in this
country is not just a fiscal issue for me. This is
a defining moral issue of our time.”

Southerland’s food stamp proposal, which
the House narrowly voted to approve Thurs-
day, would require able-bodied adults to
work or volunteer at least 20 hours each week
in order to receive government food assis-
tance. “It’s the simple solution,” he said in
March at a news conference introducing the
idea. But in the months since, he has learned
that no idea is simple in Washington, espe-
cially not one that would fundamentally alter
a program that has tripled in size in the past
decade, growing to support a record 47 mil-
lion people at a cost of $80 billion each year.

In a divided Congress, few debates have
been more fractious than the one over food
stamps and few proposals have been as
contentious as Southerland’s. Republicans
say his idea would encourage people to find
jobs, decreasing government spending while
adding workers to the economy. Democrats
say it would leave millions of the most
vulnerable Americans hungry at a time when
food insecurity is already approaching his-
toric highs.

Southerland’s proposal passed the House
despite receiving no Democratic support, as
part of a bill that would cut 3.8 million people
and $4 billion from the food stamp program
next year. But that vote was only the first of
many. In order to become law, his work
requirement must survive a conference com-
mittee between leaders in the House and
Senate, two more congressional votes, and a
president already threatening a veto.

“Getting something done here can be like
navigating a maze,” Southerland said.

On this day, the maze led him up the stairs
to the training center, where 25 residents of
Southeast Washington were crammed into a
classroom to learn tips about preparing for a
job interview in fast food. All were unem-
ployed. Most were among the 24 percent of
Washington residents who receive between
$100 and $600 each month in food assis-
tance.

“Shower. Tuck in your shirt. Make eye
contact with the interviewer,” the teacher was
saying.

“Make sure your belt and your shoes
match,” Southerland interjected, walking
into the room with his colleagues and then
introducing himself.

He began as he always does by telling his
family story, which aides refer to as “The
Gospel of Work.” His grandfather quit school
in the sixth grade and made himself into the
busiest funeral director in Panama City, Fla.,
continuing to work until he died at 91.
Southerland started helping in that same
funeral home before he turned 10, answering
phones, washing cars and arranging flowers

southerland from A1 as he learned the family business. He re-
quired each of his four daughters to apply for
work at a nearby restaurant on the day she
turned 15. “Work is life. Work is opportunity,”
he said now. He quoted from the Bible, citing
a passage about how God created Adam to
tend the Garden of Eden. “Even in paradise,
we worked,” he said. “Work is not a punish-
ment. It is what connects you with your
purpose in life. What’s your purpose?”

One by one, the men and women in the
classroom stood to share their plans. One
wanted to become a teacher. Another said his
“purpose” was to make at least $10 an hour. A
man who had just cared for his dying mother
thought maybe he could become a hospice
nurse. “I liked the feeling of taking care of
her, just knowing I was needed,” he said.

“Yes!” Southerland shouted, clapping his
hands, punching his fist against the air.
“Now, that’s a purpose. Don’t wait for your
ship to come in. Swim out to it.”

An older woman raised her hand in the
corner of the classroom. She explained that
she had been on public assistance most of her
life. Food stamps helped her feed three kids.
“I’ve been through dark times,” she said. “I
needed help, and I got it. Do you believe that’s
wrong?”

Southerland thought for a few seconds and
then took a step toward her. “I believe that if
you are going to eat, you should bring
something to the table,” he said. The woman
started to interrupt, but Southerland held up
his hand. “That can be volunteering. That can
be delivering Meals on Wheels. But somehow
you’ve got to contribute.

“I believe in a God-given purpose,” he told
her. “I believe that being dependent makes
you more vulnerable. I believe work is the
greatest gift you will ever receive.”

For the past six months, Southerland had
been translating those beliefs into a succes-
sion of 14-hour workdays, trying to will his
proposal into existence. He had delivered 45
speeches about food stamps, consulted with
20 anti-poverty experts and presented his
idea to 13 governors. He had studied persua-
sive-writing techniques and read half a dozen
books about effective leadership. And yet the
biggest legislative project of his life still
existed only on paper, inside two binders on
his office shelf labeled “Important.”

Southerland had left his job at the funeral
home in 2007 to run for office on a platform
of small government and Second Amend-
ment rights despite having no legislative
experience and no connections in Washing-
ton. When it looked as if he would win, to
become the first Republican elected in his
Florida Panhandle district in 130 years, he
went to the library to study books about the
legislative process. Write a bill. Get a sponsor.
Go to committee. Debate. Vote. Senate.
President. Only in the past few months,
Southerland said, had he begun to learn “all
the behind-the-scenes steps nobody talks
about.”

His food stamp proposal was not, in fact,
his proposal. It was something that was
handed to him by a stroke of political luck. He
had wanted to pursue food stamp reform
since arriving in Washington, but he lacked
authority as a junior lawmaker relegated to
subcommittees on fisheries and highway
transportation. Instead, the idea for a work
requirement came from 17 state human
services secretaries who gathered in Novem-
ber to pitch their proposal to Republican
members of the House Ways and Means
Committee, who forwarded some of those
ideas to Majority Leader Eric Cantor (R-Va.),

who suggested the human services secretar-
ies work with Southerland because, Cantor
said, he was “a passionate true believer.”

“Absolutely! This is what I’m about,”
Southerland had said, promising to make the
proposal his No. 1 priority until it passed.

Now his color-coded office schedule had
become a rainbow of food stamp events: red
for anti-poverty tours, blue for private meet-
ings, black for lobbyist appointments and the
rare sliver of teal for personal time. He was
meeting regularly with Arthur Brooks, presi-
dent of the American Enterprise Institute, to
learn how to sell the idea by using active
language, such as “earned success,” “sweat
equity” and “upward mobility.” He was asking
Newt Gingrich to give supportive interviews
and Rick Santorum to write op-eds.

The best chance to enact reform, Souther-
land had decided, was to make the specifics
of his proposal “utterly unobjectionable,” he
said. Even though he believed in a 40-hour
workweek, his proposal would mandate only
20. Even though he wanted it to be a national
requirement, states would be able to imple-
ment or ignore it. There would be exemptions
for the elderly, the disabled and mothers with
children under 1. Some conservatives refused
to back his proposal because it was “too soft,”
he said, but Southerland was willing to trade
their endorsements for more-widespread
support.

Earlier in the summer, he stood on the
House floor to present his idea to the entire
chamber for the first time. He planned to
speak for two minutes. After 10 seconds, he
noticed a dozen Democrats moving toward a
microphone, lining up for rebuttals.

“Egregious,” one said.
“Unbelievably misguided,” said another.
“Offensive.”
“Draconian.”
“Outright shameful.”

On the job
Several weeks later, still reeling from what

he called the “debacle on the floor,” Souther-
land climbed into a black SUV in northwest
Florida to drive across his congressional
district with Jonathan Hayes, his chief of
staff. They had booked seven events in two
days, a trip that would cover more than 300
miles, but Southerland was looking forward
to the drive. He hung his suit jacket in the
back seat and grabbed a tobacco pipe. “Even
if we’re working nonstop, the stress fades
when I’m here,” he said.

His trips home sometimes made him
wonder why he had ever decided to leave. In
Panama City, he had left behind the wife he
met in first grade and their four daughters,
two of whom were still in high school. He
missed his single-story house in the Panama
City suburbs, where friends mostly wanted to
talk about deer season and where even the
most ardent Democrats respected the South-
erlands for their work ethic and their
Southern Baptist faith.

“In Washington, if someone disagrees with
you, the problem must be your heart — you
must be evil,” he said. “Here, if we fight, we
are only fighting about an idea.”

On some days, Southerland also pined for
his old job: 450 funerals every year, each not
only a crisis for the family of the deceased but
also a chance to make an immediate impact
on the living. The funeral home had five
phone lines, including one that rang straight
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to Southerland’s house when a death oc-
curred in the middle of the night. Stillbirths,
abductions, car accidents — he worked the
funerals that others in his funeral home tried
to avoid. He stood beside relatives as they
visited the body. He rode with them in the
hearse. Sometimes, at the grave sites, he sang
hymns in a deep and mournful baritone.
Nobody ever questioned his heart or his
motives. He never doubted the value of his
work.

Each funeral helped clarify his priorities.
No matter whom they buried — backwoods
alcoholics and resort owners, immigrants
and veterans, in birch boxes and blue velvet
caskets — the best eulogies remained the
same. They were stories of family, friendship,
ambition and hard work. Work created a
legacy. Work provided meaning.

“I never heard anybody remembered for
the things they didn’t do, or the impact they
didn’t make, or the dreams they didn’t have,”
Southerland said as the SUV crossed into
Liberty County, the center of his district.

He looked out the window at the twisting
Apalachicola River, its brown water buffeted
by green cedars and Spanish moss. Some
locals in Liberty County believe the Garden of
Eden had once existed on a bluff high above
the river, and the land had been home to
Seminole and Creek tribes, Spanish mission-
aries, British settlers and the Confederate
army — a place where societies rose and then
fell. On his drives through the area, Souther-
land sometimes wondered if he was witness-
ing another civilization in decline. Many
stores in downtown Bristol were unoccupied
and boarded up. The poverty rate was
25 percent. A pawnshop advertised “cheap
guns,” and a gas station sign read “Food
stamps welcome here.”

“Food stamps welcome everywhere,”
Southerland said, seeing the sign.

“So many people, just stuck,” Hayes said.
“This is the fifth generation of depend-

ency,” Southerland said. “We have encour-
aged people to be sharecroppers instead of
owning the land. The casualty of human
capital, only eternity knows.”

They crossed through the dense pines of
Apalachicola National Forest, where intergen-
erational poverty was hidden behind the trees.
Southerland had received letters from people
here who lived in trailers on unincorporated
land. They wanted help buying food. They
wanted opportunities for their children. How
could Southerland convince them that this was
one problem government alone could not
solve? The United States had already spent 50
years and $16 trillion on the war against
poverty, and yet the wealth gap continued to
grow and the rate of extreme poverty in rural
Florida had increased for eight consecutive
years. If anything, government was complicit,
Southerland thought. It had drained people’s
ambition by giving them just enough money to
stay poor. “It’s a travesty, what we’ve done,” he
said. Food stamps were necessary to ward off
desperation for the truly vulnerable — the
disabled, sick, elderly — but they didn’t count
as a way of life.

The only chance to create opportunities for
the next generation, he said, was to do what
his grandfather had done, accepting grocer-
ies and tools in exchange for burial services
to keep the business alive that first year; or
what his father had done, risking the family’s
emergency savings to build a bigger funeral
home; or what Southerland himself had
done, working 80-hour weeks to double the
family business and expanding it into granite
and timber.

“Government might help you survive,” he
said, “but work creates lasting improve-
ment.”

Now Southerland arrived in Tallahassee to
tour a job-training facility for the homeless,
where he hoped to tell residents about his
proposal. Fifteen minutes into the visit, he
noticed a videographer following him on the
tour. He recognized the man as a Democratic
activist who was making campaign videos for

Southerland gives his interns KelsyWall and LamariousMyers a quick tour of the Capitol during a break in voting this month.

Southerland’s opponent in the next election.
The ads would splice Southerland’s words
and make him into a caricature, he thought.
They would dismiss his qualifications and
distort his ideas. They would question not
only his policies but also his motives.

He pulled one of the program’s founders
aside midway through the tour.

“I’m mostly going to listen today,” Souther-
land said, gesturing at the videographer.
“Anything I say here could be turned against
me.”

The distance between
This was the part of being a congressman

that Southerland had begun referring to as
the “devil’s duty” — the strategic part, when
true belief capitulated to politics. And as the
end of the fiscal year neared, it was politick-
ing that dominated his schedule, first in
Florida and then back in Washington.

In the run-up to Thursday’s vote, Souther-
land met with Republicans four times in
Cantor’s office, and Cantor promised to push
for a work requirement in the final version of
the bill. But Democrats in the House and the
Senate continued to object to even minor
changes, promising to defeat Southerland’s
proposal even after it passed the House by
seven votes. They disagreed not only with
Southerland’s proposal but also with his
diagnosis of the problem and with his facts.

He said food stamp spending was “growing
into oblivion”; Democrats said it would
decrease just as quickly once the economy
improved.

He cited data from the Agriculture Depart-
ment indicating that half of food stamp
recipients had stopped looking for work;
Democrats countered with data also from the
USDA showing that the fastest-growing dem-
ographic on food stamps was people who did
work, but in jobs that paid so little they still
qualified for the benefit.

He said his proposal would encourage
people to enter the workforce; they said
encouragement was useless since his propos-
al provided no guaranteed money for job-
training programs.

He said that only working-age adults
would be affected by the requirement; they
questioned what would happen to the chil-
dren of those working-age adults if their
parents didn’t find jobs and their families

lost food stamps.
“We are dealing with opposite realities,”

Southerland said. “So you fight and fight and
fight and maybe get half of what you want.”

One night, exhausted and eager for a
break, he left the Capitol to have dinner with
his eldest daughter, Amanda, along with
Hayes and his communications director,
Matt McCullough. Amanda had graduated
from college in Florida and moved to subur-
ban Virginia to learn about government and
be closer to her father.

“How’s life in the crazy Capitol?” she asked
now, over milkshakes and burgers.

“This place is a mile wide and an inch
deep,” Southerland said.

He explained that he had spent the past
few days studying 20 years of food stamp
policy, trying to differentiate himself from his
colleagues by becoming an expert. “Nobody
here really knows anything,” he said. He
thought about that for a second and then
reconsidered. “There’s one other guy,” he
said. “A Democrat.” He told her about a
Massachusetts liberal named Jim McGovern,
who had been giving a speech about hunger
on the House floor each week. McGovern had
rallied the Democrats against Southerland’s
proposal. Out of 435 people in the House, he
was the only one who had studied food
stamps just as hard and who seemed to care
just as much.

“What does he say about all of this to you?”
his daughter asked.

“I don’t know,” Southerland said. “I haven’t
talked to him.”

“What?” she said. “Seriously? Never? That
doesn’t make sense.” She knew her dad as a
conciliator who valued mentoring young
men at church, yearly hunting trips with his
three siblings and funeral director retreats to
the mountains. “Your whole thing is connect-
ing with people,” she said. “Everybody likes
you.” And yet here was another Washington
lawmaker, elected to solve the same prob-
lems, who had become an expert on the same
issue, who worked in the same place, and her
dad had never met with him?

“Can’t you ask him to coffee?” she asked.
“You could work together.”

“That wouldn’t play so well with the
conservative base,” Hayes said.

“Or back in district,” McCullough said.
“Honey, look,” Southerland said, staring

at her intently, pleading with her to under-
stand. “Washington is a runaway freight
train. There isn’t time here for anything.”
He reached for two empty milkshake glasses
to help him illustrate the problem, setting
the glasses side by side on the table, their
rims touching. “This is me, and this is the
other guy when we get to Washington,” he
said. “Different ideas, different people, but
we are close. We are touching. Democrat
and Republican. We can do something with
this.”

He started to slowly pull the glasses in
separate directions, ticking off reasons for
the escalating divide. “Fundraising. Cam-
paigns,” he said, moving the glasses farther
apart. “Votes, strategy, rushing around, lob-
byists, name-calling,” he continued, spread-
ing the glasses farther, moving his daughter’s
plate to clear a path for one of them. “I have
my meetings and they have theirs. I run by
them. They run by me. It’s all about winning,
winning, winning. Winning — not fixing
problems — defines all.”

Now Southerland stretched his arms as far
as he could, placing each glass at a distant
edge of the table. Each was just an inch from
falling and shattering on the ground. This
was the congressional divide over food
stamps and so much else. This was Washing-
ton in 2013 — one place, Southerland was
beginning to realize, where legislation de-
pended on so much more than hard work.

“So now I’m here and they’re way over
there,” he said, pointing to the glasses. “We
can barely see each other. We can’t solve
anything like this.”

eli.saslow@washpost.com
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Rep. Steve Southerland chats with Dayshean Brown inWashington during a break in her training
session at AmericaWorks, a program for people who hope to gain new skills for the job market.


