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Friday at White House, ‘one after 
another unit failed’

by Carol D. Leonnig 
and David A. Fahrenthold

As an intruder sprinted for the White 
House door Friday, a Secret Service officer 
ran to get in his way — but the intruder 
barreled past the officer and kept going, 
officials familiar with the incident said 
Tuesday.

A few yards farther on, the intruder, 
Omar Jose Gonzalez, reached the White 
House door. A guard was supposed to be 
posted directly in front, but no one was 
blocking the door at that moment.

Those new details help explain how 
the Secret Service’s plan for guarding the 
White House — which envisioned five 
different rings of protection between the 
public sidewalk and the president’s front 
door — failed so completely.

A plainclothes surveillance team was 
on duty that night outside the fence, meant 
to spot jumpers and give early warning 
before they made it over. When that team 
didn’t notice Gonzalez, there was an officer 
in a guard booth on the North Lawn. When 

that officer couldn’t stop him, there was 
supposed to be an attack dog, a SWAT team 
and a guard at the front door — all at the 
ready.

But the attack dog wasn’t released.
The SWAT team, which didn’t react 

in time, was trailing Gonzalez as he dove 
through some bushes ringing the White 
House’s front entrance.

And when Gonzalez reached the 
door, he found his path clear and the door 
unlocked.

“One after another unit failed,” said a 
former high-ranking Secret Service official 
who spoke on the condition of anonymity 
to describe White House security protocols. 
“This guy has now crossed 70-some yards 
of restricted area. If he has [an explosive] 
device on him and he gets in, he controls 
the White House. He could have anything 
on him.”

Inside, Gonzalez was subdued by 
a plainclothes agent — the sixth ring of 
security that night. That agent’s job is to 
patrol a place that intruders are never 
supposed to reach: the interior of the 
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executive mansion.

Questions for agency

Gonzalez, 42, did not express an 
intent to harm anyone at the White House. 
He was carrying only a folding knife, 
authorities say, and said he wanted to warn 
President Obama that the “atmosphere was 
collapsing.”

But the fact that he breached the White 
House’s legendary security perimeter — and 
did it using the unsophisticated method of 
jumping the fence and running for the door 
— has raised serious questions about the 

Secret Service’s preparation.
The agency is conducting an internal 

review of the incident. Officials will also 
face questions from the House Oversight 
and Government Reform Committee at a 
hearing next week.

Secret Service spokesman Ed 
Donovan declined to describe the details of 
Gonzalez’s path. Asked about the criticism 
that the system failed at several levels to 
stop the intruder, Donovan said it was not 
appropriate to respond during an ongoing 
internal review.

“Any conversation prior to the 
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supposed to be the attack dog, a
Belgian Malinois trained to hit an
intruder like a canine missile. A
video of the event shows a dog
running onto the scene, possibly
on a leash, but only after Gonza-
lez opened the front door.

The next level of security was
supposed to be a heavily armed
SWAT team that roves the White
House grounds. This team was
created specifically in the wake of
a study by the Army’s Delta Force
in the 1990s, which warned that
the White House was vulnerable
to jumpers.

It is unclear where the emer-
gency-response team members
were when the intruder passed
Friday night. Some may have relo-
cated to the South Lawn, where
the president’s helicopter had lift-
ed off 10 minutes before the in-
truder appeared. In a video of the
incident, black-clad figures with
guns are seen following Gonzalez,
but at that point he was already
close to the door.

Finally, according to former
officials familiar with White
House security, an officer is al-
ways supposed to be stationed at
the front door. In this case, no
officer was there, said several
people familiar with the incident
who spoke on the condition of
anonymity to describe what they
said were lapses. Video footage
shows an officer on the far east-
ern side of the porch with his gun
pointed at Gonzalez — but it is not
clear what the officer’s assign-
ment was that night.

Several former Secret Service
officials said in interviews this
week that they were surprised no
officers fired at Gonzalez.

These former officials said Se-
cret Service protocols have called
for shooting an intruder who is
close to crossing the threshold of
the White House, as it might not
be clear if the person is a serious
threat.

“If they aren’t stopping and are
on the threshold of the house, you
have to use lethal force,” said Dan
Emmett, a former Secret Service
counterassault officer. “This
would have been an easy shot and
one that would have been entirely
defensible.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com
david.fahrenthold@washpost.com

Spencer S. Hsu contributed to this
report.

walking along the White House’s
south fence, carrying a hatchet in
his waistband. Officers inter-
viewed him and searched his car,
finding camping gear but no evi-
dence that he posed a threat.

The Secret Service official said
that, at the time, officers were
aware of the earlier contact with
Gonzalez in Virginia. But, the
official said, “he did not exhibit
any mental-health issues at that
point. He had not engaged in any
criminal activity.” Gonzalez was
let go.

On Friday, less than a month
later, he returned to the White
House and climbed the fence.

Crossing lines of defense
For some reason not yet ex-

plained, no officer was close
enough to collar Gonzalez on his
mad dash to the building.

The next line of defense was

a circle around the Masonic tem-
ple in Alexandria, Va., and a line
that pointed toward the White
House, police and prosecutors
said.

A Secret Service official, speak-
ing on behalf of the agency, said
Tuesday that agents had inter-
viewed Gonzalez afterward, and
found no reason to charge him
with threatening the president or
to refer him for mental health
treatment.

Then, in late August, a Secret
Service officer spotted Gonzalez

had come to the Secret Service’s
attention twice earlier this year.
This summer, he was interviewed
by the agency after raising suspi-
cions during a traffic stop on an
interstate highway in rural Wythe
County, Va.

The Virginia State Police alleg-
edly found a number of weapons
in Gonzalez’s car, including a
sawed-off shotgun, two sniper ri-
fles, an assault rifle, a bolt-action
rifle, one intact shotgun and five
handguns. Police also found a
map of the Washington area with

completion of the review is specu-
lation or merely erroneous judg-
ments provided by anonymous
sources who are not in a position
to know all the facts and whose
experience and level are un-
known,” Donovan said.

Already, Friday’s intrusion has
altered the look of the White
House grounds. Monday evening,
the Secret Service put up a second
fence along the mansion’s north
side. About eight feet in front of
the White House’s iconic, 49-year-
old wrought-iron fence, there is
now a line of metal barricades
that look like bike racks linked
end to end.

The Secret Service said that the
new fence creates “a temporary
buffer zone” and that it will stay
up while officials conduct their
review of Friday’s intrusion.

Four days after the incident, a
look back shows that Gonzalez
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condition of anonymity to de-
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tocols. “This guy has now crossed
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If he has [an explosive] device on
him and he gets in, he controls
the White House. He could have
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by a plainclothes agent — the
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SECRET SERVICE FROM A1

BY MARTIN BARON
AND ANNE GEARAN

new york — The jailing of a
Washington Post reporter without
public charges in Iran is not evi-
dence of a power struggle between
moderate and conservative politi-
cal forces, Iran’s president said
Tuesday.

President Hassan Rouhani, a rel-
ative moderate, expressed opti-
mism that the generally conserva-
tive Iranian judiciary would “com-
port itself in a fair manner” in the
case of reporter Jason Rezaian and
his wife, Iranian journalist Yeganeh
Salehi,whowasalsoarrested.

“I do not believe this was some-
thing preprogrammed against my
administration,” Rouhani said
Tuesday.

Rouhani called for a “resolute
fight” against Islamic State mili-
tants but denounced the U.S.-led
airstrikes in Syria as violations of
international law and unwelcome
Western interference in the Mid-
dle East.

Heexpressedhopeforacompre-
hensive accord with world powers
that would govern Iran’s nuclear
program, although prospects for
an agreement before a November
deadline have appeared dim.

Rouhani spoke to U.S. editors
and reporters ahead of his address
to the U.N. General Assembly this
week. The annual U.N. gathering
is the only time an Iranian leader
is allowed to visit the United
States, and the Shiite power bro-
ker and U.S. adversary has rou-
tinely used the platform to explain
its foreign policy and tweak Amer-
ican leaders.

A meeting with President
Obama is unlikely this year, Rou-
hani said. Such a meeting would
be historic after more than three
decades of enmity between Teh-
ran and Washington. Obama
called Rouhani during last year’s
General Assembly and has said he
would be open to a meeting under
the right circumstances.

Rouhani is considered a politi-
cal reformer, and he charmed
some in the United States last year

with cordial political overtures
and a pledge to work for better
relations. He has at least a limited
mandate from Iran’s supreme reli-
gious leader to pursue a deal that
would curb the country’s nuclear
program, which the West sees as
deeplysuspect, inexchangeforthe
lifting of crippling international
sanctions.

Iranian hard-liners are skepti-
cal of the negotiations and Rou-
hani’s intentions. That internal
political tension has led to specu-
lation that Rezaian’s arrest was an
attempt by hard-liners to embar-
rass Rouhani before his visit to
New York and complicate chances
for the nuclear accord.

Rezaian has been detained by
the judiciary, Rouhani said, which
has “not yet made a determina-
tion” about his case.

He said he was “hopeful and
quiteoptimistic” that the judiciary
wouldresolve thecase fairly.

RezaianisadualU.S.-Iranianciti-
zen, but Iran has refused to allow
diplomats representing the United
States tovisithimsinceheandSale-
hi were detained July 22. Iran does
not recognize dual citizenship, con-
sidering anyone holding an Iranian
passport tobeIranianonly.

The Iranian government has
said little about Rezaian’s case
since he was picked up in Tehran.
Rezaian and Salehi have not been
permitted access to a lawyer, ac-
cording to Rezaian’s family. His
mother and brother say they have
not been allowed to communicate
with him.

In the interview Tuesday, Rou-
hani suggested that Iran has
worked aggressively to fight “ter-
rorists” in the region. The United
States has sought at least a tacit
commitment from Iran to play a
helpful role inconfronting Islamic

State militants, but Rouhani did
not make any commitment.

“Terrorist and extreme violence
is a serious threat for all of us,” he
said. “These groups need a resolute
fighttobecarriedoutagainstthem.”

Iran is a leading opponent of
the Sunni-led militants but is un-
willing to line up with an interna-
tional coalition that is led by
Washington and that includes
Tehran’s regional rivals, such as
Saudi Arabia.

“Who is best qualified to lead
such a coalition?” Rouhani asked.
“Is it possible to do so without
knowing the Middle East region
extremely well?”

He added that the U.S.-led at-
tacks in Syria “do not have any
legal standing” without U.N. ap-
proval.

Iran is a key ally of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad and must
now calibrate its policies to bal-
ance its desire to defeat the Islam-
ic State against its interests in
keeping Assad in power.

U.S. and Iranian diplomats are
meeting this week on the stalled
nuclear accord, amid wide pessi-
mism that Iran is willing to accept
the deep cuts to its uranium-en-
richment that the West demands.

Rouhani expressed hope for a
dealbutsaid thathiscountrymust
be able to “maintain a peaceful
nuclear program” — a reference to
uranium enrichment.

Iraninsiststhatitdoesnotseeka
nuclearweaponandthat itproduc-
es nuclear fuel to power reactors
for energy production and medical
research. The West and its allies
fear that Iran could use its enrich-
ment program to someday create
warhead-grade nuclear material.

Rouhani acknowledged that U.S.
and international sanctions have
squeezed his nation’s economy but
said Iranhasbeenable to soften the
blow through stepped-up trade
with countries that disregard the
measures. China and central Asian
nations, for example, have boosted
theireconomic linkswithIran.

“Is this to the benefit of the
American economy, the American
people, the world at large?” he
said, calling the sanctions “inhu-
mane and against human rights.”

martin.baron@washpost.com
anne.gearan@washpost.com

BrianMurphy inWashington
contributed to this report.

Intruder at White House breached five security rings

Iranian president discusses
jailed Washington Post writer
Rouhani says arrest of
journalist is not a sign
of internal tensions

NIKKI KAHN/THE WASHINGTON POST

The Secret Service has installed temporary fencing about eight feet in front of the wrought-iron fence on the north side of theWhite House.
 For more photos ofWhite House security measures, as well as a video about the BelgianMalinois attack dogs, visit washingtonpost.com.

JEWEL SAMAD VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

President Hassan Rouhani also
called for a “resolute fight”
against the Islamic State.

“This guy has now crossed 70-some yards of
restricted area. If he has [an explosive] device on
him, and he gets in, he controls the White House.”
A former high-ranking Secret Service official,
speaking on the condition of anonymity
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completion of the review 
is speculation or merely 
erroneous judgments provided 
by anonymous sources who are 
not in a position to know all the 
facts and whose experience and 
level are unknown,” Donovan 
said.

Already, Friday’s intrusion has altered 
the look of the White House grounds. 
Monday evening, the Secret Service put up 
a second fence along the mansion’s north 
side. About eight feet in front of the White 
House’s iconic, 49-year-old wrought-iron 
fence, there is now a line of metal barricades 
that look like bike racks linked end to end.

The Secret Service said that the new 
fence creates “a temporary buffer zone” and 
that it will stay up while officials conduct 
their review of Friday’s intrusion.

Four days after the incident, a look 
back shows that Gonzalez had come to the 
Secret Service’s attention twice earlier this 
year. This summer, he was interviewed by 
the agency after raising suspicions during 
a traffic stop on an interstate highway in 
rural Wythe County, Va.

The Virginia State Police allegedly 
found a number of weapons in Gonzalez’s 
car, including a sawed-off shotgun, two 
sniper rifles, an assault rifle, a bolt-action 
rifle, one intact shotgun and five handguns. 
Police also found a map of the Washington 
area with a circle around the Masonic 
temple in Alexandria, Va., and a line that 
pointed toward the White House, police 
and prosecutors said.

A Secret Service official, speaking on 
behalf of the agency, said Tuesday that 
agents had interviewed Gonzalez afterward, 
and found no reason to charge him with 
threatening the president or to refer him 
for mental health treatment.

Then, in late August, a Secret Service 
officer spotted Gonzalez walking along 
the White House’s south fence, carrying 
a hatchet in his waistband. Officers 
interviewed him and searched his car, 
finding camping gear but no evidence that 
he posed a threat.

The Secret Service official said that, at 
the time, officers were aware of the earlier 
contact with Gonzalez in Virginia. But, the 
official said, “he did not exhibit any mental-
health issues at that point. He had not 
engaged in any criminal activity.” Gonzalez 
was let go.

On Friday, less than a month later, he 
returned to the White House and climbed 
the fence.

Crossing lines of defense

For some reason not yet explained, no 
officer was close enough to collar Gonzalez 
on his mad dash to the building.

The next line of defense was supposed 
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supposed to be the attack dog, a
Belgian Malinois trained to hit an
intruder like a canine missile. A
video of the event shows a dog
running onto the scene, possibly
on a leash, but only after Gonza-
lez opened the front door.

The next level of security was
supposed to be a heavily armed
SWAT team that roves the White
House grounds. This team was
created specifically in the wake of
a study by the Army’s Delta Force
in the 1990s, which warned that
the White House was vulnerable
to jumpers.

It is unclear where the emer-
gency-response team members
were when the intruder passed
Friday night. Some may have relo-
cated to the South Lawn, where
the president’s helicopter had lift-
ed off 10 minutes before the in-
truder appeared. In a video of the
incident, black-clad figures with
guns are seen following Gonzalez,
but at that point he was already
close to the door.

Finally, according to former
officials familiar with White
House security, an officer is al-
ways supposed to be stationed at
the front door. In this case, no
officer was there, said several
people familiar with the incident
who spoke on the condition of
anonymity to describe what they
said were lapses. Video footage
shows an officer on the far east-
ern side of the porch with his gun
pointed at Gonzalez — but it is not
clear what the officer’s assign-
ment was that night.

Several former Secret Service
officials said in interviews this
week that they were surprised no
officers fired at Gonzalez.

These former officials said Se-
cret Service protocols have called
for shooting an intruder who is
close to crossing the threshold of
the White House, as it might not
be clear if the person is a serious
threat.

“If they aren’t stopping and are
on the threshold of the house, you
have to use lethal force,” said Dan
Emmett, a former Secret Service
counterassault officer. “This
would have been an easy shot and
one that would have been entirely
defensible.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com
david.fahrenthold@washpost.com

Spencer S. Hsu contributed to this
report.
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leased.

The SWAT team, which didn’t
react in time, was trailing Gonza-
lez as he dove through some
bushes ringing the White House’s
front entrance.

And when Gonzalez reached
the door, he found his path clear
and the door unlocked.

“One after another unit failed,”
said a former high-ranking Secret
Service official who spoke on the
condition of anonymity to de-
scribe White House security pro-
tocols. “This guy has now crossed
70-some yards of restricted area.
If he has [an explosive] device on
him and he gets in, he controls
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by a plainclothes agent — the
sixth ring of security that night.
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od of jumping the fence and
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The agency is conducting an
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from the House Oversight and
Government Reform Committee
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about the criticism that the sys-
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new york — The jailing of a
Washington Post reporter without
public charges in Iran is not evi-
dence of a power struggle between
moderate and conservative politi-
cal forces, Iran’s president said
Tuesday.

President Hassan Rouhani, a rel-
ative moderate, expressed opti-
mism that the generally conserva-
tive Iranian judiciary would “com-
port itself in a fair manner” in the
case of reporter Jason Rezaian and
his wife, Iranian journalist Yeganeh
Salehi,whowasalsoarrested.

“I do not believe this was some-
thing preprogrammed against my
administration,” Rouhani said
Tuesday.

Rouhani called for a “resolute
fight” against Islamic State mili-
tants but denounced the U.S.-led
airstrikes in Syria as violations of
international law and unwelcome
Western interference in the Mid-
dle East.

Heexpressedhopeforacompre-
hensive accord with world powers
that would govern Iran’s nuclear
program, although prospects for
an agreement before a November
deadline have appeared dim.

Rouhani spoke to U.S. editors
and reporters ahead of his address
to the U.N. General Assembly this
week. The annual U.N. gathering
is the only time an Iranian leader
is allowed to visit the United
States, and the Shiite power bro-
ker and U.S. adversary has rou-
tinely used the platform to explain
its foreign policy and tweak Amer-
ican leaders.

A meeting with President
Obama is unlikely this year, Rou-
hani said. Such a meeting would
be historic after more than three
decades of enmity between Teh-
ran and Washington. Obama
called Rouhani during last year’s
General Assembly and has said he
would be open to a meeting under
the right circumstances.

Rouhani is considered a politi-
cal reformer, and he charmed
some in the United States last year

with cordial political overtures
and a pledge to work for better
relations. He has at least a limited
mandate from Iran’s supreme reli-
gious leader to pursue a deal that
would curb the country’s nuclear
program, which the West sees as
deeplysuspect, inexchangeforthe
lifting of crippling international
sanctions.

Iranian hard-liners are skepti-
cal of the negotiations and Rou-
hani’s intentions. That internal
political tension has led to specu-
lation that Rezaian’s arrest was an
attempt by hard-liners to embar-
rass Rouhani before his visit to
New York and complicate chances
for the nuclear accord.

Rezaian has been detained by
the judiciary, Rouhani said, which
has “not yet made a determina-
tion” about his case.

He said he was “hopeful and
quiteoptimistic” that the judiciary
wouldresolve thecase fairly.

RezaianisadualU.S.-Iranianciti-
zen, but Iran has refused to allow
diplomats representing the United
States tovisithimsinceheandSale-
hi were detained July 22. Iran does
not recognize dual citizenship, con-
sidering anyone holding an Iranian
passport tobeIranianonly.

The Iranian government has
said little about Rezaian’s case
since he was picked up in Tehran.
Rezaian and Salehi have not been
permitted access to a lawyer, ac-
cording to Rezaian’s family. His
mother and brother say they have
not been allowed to communicate
with him.

In the interview Tuesday, Rou-
hani suggested that Iran has
worked aggressively to fight “ter-
rorists” in the region. The United
States has sought at least a tacit
commitment from Iran to play a
helpful role inconfronting Islamic

State militants, but Rouhani did
not make any commitment.

“Terrorist and extreme violence
is a serious threat for all of us,” he
said. “These groups need a resolute
fighttobecarriedoutagainstthem.”

Iran is a leading opponent of
the Sunni-led militants but is un-
willing to line up with an interna-
tional coalition that is led by
Washington and that includes
Tehran’s regional rivals, such as
Saudi Arabia.

“Who is best qualified to lead
such a coalition?” Rouhani asked.
“Is it possible to do so without
knowing the Middle East region
extremely well?”

He added that the U.S.-led at-
tacks in Syria “do not have any
legal standing” without U.N. ap-
proval.

Iran is a key ally of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar al-Assad and must
now calibrate its policies to bal-
ance its desire to defeat the Islam-
ic State against its interests in
keeping Assad in power.

U.S. and Iranian diplomats are
meeting this week on the stalled
nuclear accord, amid wide pessi-
mism that Iran is willing to accept
the deep cuts to its uranium-en-
richment that the West demands.

Rouhani expressed hope for a
dealbutsaid thathiscountrymust
be able to “maintain a peaceful
nuclear program” — a reference to
uranium enrichment.

Iraninsiststhatitdoesnotseeka
nuclearweaponandthat itproduc-
es nuclear fuel to power reactors
for energy production and medical
research. The West and its allies
fear that Iran could use its enrich-
ment program to someday create
warhead-grade nuclear material.

Rouhani acknowledged that U.S.
and international sanctions have
squeezed his nation’s economy but
said Iranhas beenable to soften the
blow through stepped-up trade
with countries that disregard the
measures. China and central Asian
nations, for example, have boosted
theireconomic linkswithIran.

“Is this to the benefit of the
American economy, the American
people, the world at large?” he
said, calling the sanctions “inhu-
mane and against human rights.”
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BrianMurphy inWashington
contributed to this report.
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The Secret Service has installed temporary fencing about eight feet in front of the wrought-iron fence on the north side of theWhite House.
 For more photos ofWhite House security measures, as well as a video about the BelgianMalinois attack dogs, visit washingtonpost.com.

JEWEL SAMAD VIA ASSOCIATED PRESS

President Hassan Rouhani also
called for a “resolute fight”
against the Islamic State.

“This guy has now crossed 70-some yards of
restricted area. If he has [an explosive] device on
him, and he gets in, he controls the White House.”
A former high-ranking Secret Service official,
speaking on the condition of anonymity
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to be the attack dog, a Belgian Malinois 
trained to hit an intruder like a canine 
missile. A video of the event shows a dog 
running onto the scene, possibly on a leash, 
but only after Gonzalez opened the front 
door.

The next level of security was supposed 
to be a heavily armed SWAT team that roves 
the White House grounds. This team was 
created specifically in the wake of a study 
by the Army’s Delta Force in the 1990s, 
which warned that the White House was 
vulnerable to jumpers.

It is unclear where the emergency-
response team members were when the 
intruder passed Friday night. Some may 
have relocated to the South Lawn, where 
the president’s helicopter had lifted off 10 
minutes before the intruder appeared. In 
a video of the incident, black-clad figures 
with guns are seen following Gonzalez, but 
at that point he was already close to the 
door.

Finally, according to former officials 
familiar with White House security, an 
officer is always supposed to be stationed 
at the front door. In this case, no officer 
was there, said several people familiar with 
the incident who spoke on the condition of 
anonymity to describe what they said were 
lapses. Video footage shows an officer on 
the far eastern side of the porch with his 
gun pointed at Gonzalez — but it is not 
clear what the officer’s assignment was that 
night.

Several former Secret Service officials 
said in interviews this week that they were 

surprised no officers fired at Gonzalez.
These former officials said Secret 

Service protocols have called for shooting 
an intruder who is close to crossing the 
threshold of the White House, as it might 
not be clear if the person is a serious threat.

“If they aren’t stopping and are on 
the threshold of the house, you have to use 
lethal force,” said Dan Emmett, a former 
Secret Service counterassault officer. “This 
would have been an easy shot and one that 
would have been entirely defensible.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com 
david.fahrenthold@washpost.com

Spencer S. Hsu contributed to this report.




