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Man with gun came close to president

ANOTHER LAPSE BY  
SECRET SERVICE

At CDC in Atlanta, contractor  
rode on elevator with Obama

by Carol D. Leonnig

A security contractor with a gun and 
an arrest record was allowed on an eleva-
tor with President Obama during a Sept. 
16 trip to Atlanta, violating Secret Service 
protocols, according to three people famil-
iar with the incident.

Obama was not told about the lapse in 
his security, these people said. The Secret 
Service director, Julia Pierson, asked a top 
agency manager to look into the matter but 
did not refer it to an investigative unit that 
was created to review violations of proto-
col and standards, according to two people 
familiar with the handling of the case who 
spoke on the condition of anonymity.

The incident, which took place when 
Obama visited the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention to discuss the U.S. 
response to the Ebola crisis, rattled Secret 
Service agents assigned to the president’s 
protective detail.

The private con-
tractor first aroused the 
agents’ concerns when 
he acted oddly and did 
not comply with their 
orders to stop using a 
cellphone camera to 
record the president in 
the elevator, according 
to the people familiar 
with the incident.

When the elevator doors opened, 
Obama left with most of his Secret Service 

BY ED O’KEEFE

“Absolutemeltdown.”
“Kiss any hope goodbye.”

“We’re done. Go home. Give up.”

The lyrics toamoodyballad?Adepress-
ing Facebook page? No, these are subject
lines from a series of frantic e-mail mes-
sages sent to Democratic donors in recent
days.

To be blunt about it — as some of these
fundraising pitches might say — the num-
berofe-mailssent inrecentdays isSCARY.

Ahead of a quarterly fundraising dead-
line Tuesday night, Democratic campaign
committees and House, Senate and guber-
natorial candidates flooded donors’ in-
boxes with last-minute appeals for cam-
paign cash. The deluge has inspired a
tribute site, a parody song and fake fund-
raising pitches circulating on Twitter.

“We’re on the verge of the Dem-
pocalypse,” read one message sent Mon-
day night by the Democratic Governors
Association.

“I’ve already e-mailed you twice this
E-MAILS CONTINUED ON A5

The deadliest species Humans have killed
half the world’s animal population since 1970,
a World Wildlife Fund report said. A3
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A coffee bar
gets its bearings
Compass Coffee, 11/2
years in the making, is
open in Shaw. E1
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Joshua Bell
plays an encore
This time, the violinist
in a train station was
duly appreciated. C1
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BY WESLEY LOWERY
AND CAROL D. LEONNIG

Just 18 months after taking the helm at
the Secret Service, Director Julia Pierson
spent hours Tuesday on Capitol Hill
facing sharp questioning from House
lawmakers incensed about a recent secu-
rity breach at the White House and the
misleading information the agency ini-
tially released about it.

After the hearing, top lawmakers on
the House Oversight and Government
Reform Committee said they would re-
quest that the Department of Homeland
Security impanel a team of independent
investigators to conduct a comprehen-
sive probe of the agency.

The tense grilling followed days of
revelations about security breaches that
have triggered mounting criticism of the
elite law enforcement agency, which is
charged with protecting the president,
his family and visiting foreign leaders.

Pierson sat stone-faced as several
members of the House committee de-
clared that they had lost confidence in
her stewardship. Some went further,
depicting the Secret Service as adrift and
plagued by shortcomings after a cascade
of security breakdowns that allowed a
knife-wielding veteran believed to be

SECRET SERVICE CONTINUED ON A4

BY CAROL D. LEONNIG

A security contractor with a gun and
three convictions for assault and battery
was allowed on an elevator with Presi-
dent Obama during a Sept. 16 trip to
Atlanta, violating Secret Service proto-
cols, according to three people familiar
with the incident.

Obama was not
told about the
lapse in his secu-
rity, these people
said. The Secret
Service director,
Julia Pierson,
asked a top agen-
cy manager to
look into the mat-
ter but did not
refer it to an in-
vestigative unit
that was created
to review violations of protocol and
standards, according to two people
familiar with the handling of the case
who spoke on the condition of anonym-
ity.

The incident, which took place when
Obama visited the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention to discuss the
U.S. response to the Ebola crisis, rattled
Secret Service agents assigned to the
president’s protective detail.

The private contractor first aroused
the agents’ concerns when he acted
oddly and did not comply with their
orders to stop using a cellphone camera
to record the president in the elevator,
according to the people familiar with
the incident.

ATLANTA CONTINUED ON A4

‘It will never
happen again.’
Lawmakers are
not convinced.

Man with
gun came
close to
president

ANOTHER LAPSE
BY SECRET SERVICE

At CDC in Atlanta, contractor
rode on elevator with Obama

MATT MCCLAIN/THE WASHINGTON POST

Artist Jorge Rodríguez-Gerada’s “Out of Many, One” is seen from theWashingtonMonument on Tuesday. The temporary installation,
formed from potting soil and sand, plays with our sense of perspective and scale — and how we see the capital, Philip Kennicott writes.C1

A fleeting, monumental portrait on the Mall

BY SIMON DENYER

beijing — Chinese leaders unnerved by
protests elsewhere this year have been
steadily tightening controls over civic
organizations on the mainland suspect-
ed of carrying out the work of foreign
powers.

The campaign aims to insulate China
from subversive Western ideas such as
democracy and freedom of expression,
and from the influence, specifically, of
U.S. groups that may be trying to
promote those values here, experts say.
That campaign is long-standing, but it
has been prosecuted with renewed vigor
under President Xi Jinping, especially
after the overthrow of Ukrainian Presi-
dent Viktor Yanukovych following
months of street demonstrations in Kiev
that were viewed here as explicitly
backed by the West.

The tensions have been heightened by
pro-democracy demonstrations in Hong
Kong, and on Monday, Beijing warned
other nations not to intervene in pro-
tests there. Chinese news media suggest-
ed that Western civil society organiza-
tions have had a hand in promoting
unrest there.

In its tightening of control, China
appears to be taking a page from the
playbook of Russian President Vladimir
Putin, who oversaw a crackdown on

Russian nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) two years ago that has
sapped their ability to effect change.

The question now is whether the
demonstrations in Hong Kong will accel-
erate Beijing’s campaign, at least on the
mainland.

“Xi Jinping has clearly shown he is

fond of Putin,” said Xiao Shu, a visiting
fellow at Columbia University and a
former newspaper columnist. “Xi doesn’t

CHINA CONTINUED ON A7

China taking the Putin approach to democracyIn Democrats’
fundraising blitz,
a big dose of dire

In Hong Kong, a public relations duel
Authorities and pro-democracy activists are
now struggling to win over the masses. A7
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AHong Kong protester wears tape that reads “democracy.” China, wary of foreign
influence in protests, has clamped down onWestern and other civil society groups.

BY MARK BERMAN, BRADY DENNIS
AND ELAHE IZADI

A man who flew from Liberia to Dallas
in September was diagnosed with Ebola
on Tuesday, becoming the first person to
board a passenger jet and unknowingly
bring the disease here from West Africa,
where it has killed thousands of people in
recent months.

Expertshadsaid that suchaneventwas
increasingly likely the longer the epidem-
ic rages in West Africa. But health officials

were quick Tuesday to tamp down any
hysteria, emphasizing the ways in which
the U.S. medical system is well equipped
to halt the spread of the disease.

“We’re stopping it in its tracks in this
country,” Thomas Frieden, director of the

Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion, said during a news conference Tues-
day afternoon.

The infected man, who was not identi-
fied, left Liberia on Sept. 19 and arrived in
the United States the next day to visit
family members.

Health officials are working to identify
everyone who may have been exposed to
him since he began showing symptoms
last week. Frieden said this covered just a
“handful” of people, a group that will be
watched for three weeks to see whether

any symptoms emerge among them.
“The bottom line here is that I have no

doubt that we will control this importa-
tion, or this case of Ebola, so that it does
notspreadwidely in thiscountry,”Frieden
said. “It is certainly possible that someone
who had contact with this individual
could develop Ebola in the coming weeks.
But there is no doubt in my mind that we
will stop it here.”

Peoplewhotraveledonthesameplanes
as this man are not in danger because his

EBOLA CONTINUED ON A14

Officials give assurances that
nation is well equipped

to prevent disease’s spread

First U.S. case of Ebola is diagnosed in Texas

Sept. 19

Patient leaves Liberia
to visit family.

Sept. 20

Patient arrives
in Dallas.

Sept. 24

First symptoms. Only
now is he contagious.

Sept. 26

Patient seeks care
but is sent home.

Sept. 28

Patient is admitted
to an isolation ward.

Sept. 30

Blood sample confirmed
to be carrying Ebola.

Julia Pierson has
been the Secret
Service’s director
for 18 months.

An Oct. 1 Page One article
about a Secret Service
security lapse incorrectly
reported that agents had
found that an armed security
contractor who rode an
elevator Sept. 16 in Atlanta
with President Obama was a
felon. Although agents found
prior arrests on the
contractor’s record, he has
never been convicted of a
felony, according to people
with knowledge of the
incident.

CORRECTIONS

The following was published 
on Sunday, November 2, 
2014, on page A2:
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detail. Some agents stayed 
behind to question the man 
and then used a national 
database check that found 
some prior arrests in his 
history.

When a supervi-
sor from the firm provid-
ing security at the CDC 
approached and discovered 
the agents’ concerns, the 
contractor was fired on the 
spot. Then the contractor 
agreed to turn over his gun 
— surprising agents, who 
had not realized that he was armed during 
his encounter with Obama.

Under Secret Service protocols, people 
with weapons, arrests or convictions for 
assault and related offenses or any history 
of mental illness are typically barred from 
having any access to the president. But it 
appears that this man, possessing a gun, 
came within inches of the president after 
undergoing no such screening.

Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah), who 
heads a House subcommittee that oversees 
the Secret Service, first heard of the break-
down from a whistleblower. The Wash-
ington Post confirmed details of the event 
with other people familiar with the agency’s 
review.

“Words aren’t strong enough for the 
outrage I feel for the safety of the president 
and his family,” Chaffetz said.

Chaffetz added: “His life was in dan-
ger. This country would be a different world 

today if he had pulled out 
his gun.”

A Secret Service offi-
cial, speaking on behalf of 
the agency, said an inves-
tigation of the incident is 
ongoing. The official spoke 
on the condition of ano-
nymity, citing the pending 
review.

A White House spokes-
man declined to comment 
on the incident or say 
when, or if, the president 
had been informed of it.

In response to a question at a combat-
ive House hearing Tuesday, Pierson said 
she briefs the president “100 percent of the 
time” when his personal security has been 
breached. However, she said that had hap-
pened only one time this year: when Omar 
Gonzalez jumped over the White House 
fence Sept. 19 and was able to burst into the 
mansion.

The revelation of the lapse in Atlanta 
is the latest in a string of embarrassments 
for the Secret Service. Some elements of the 
incident were first reported Tuesday after-
noon on the Washington Examiner’s Web 
site.

Pierson drew criticism Tuesday from 
lawmakers in both parties during the hear-
ing on her agency’s security lapses. The ses-
sion focused on the Secret Service’s fum-
bled responses to the recent White House 
fence jumper and a 2011 shooting attack on 
the residence.
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Lynch said.
Pierson replied that the Secret

Service does not “take any of
these incidents lightly.”

“I don’t think you’re taking it
seriously,” Lynch answered.

He then added: “I’m sorry. I
hate to be critical, but we have a
lot at stake here. I’ve got to call it
like it is. I have very low confi-
dence in the Secret Service under
your leadership.”

Pierson, who was appointed
head of the Secret Service in
March 2013, took over as it sought
to rebound from a scandal over
agents allegedly visiting prosti-
tutes in Colombia while prepar-
ing for a presidential visit. Later,
the agency faced criticism when
one agent on assignment in the
Netherlands was found passed
out in a hotel hallway after a
night of drinking.

On Sunday, The Post also de-
scribed the failure of the Secret
Service to recognize and prompt-
ly investigate a shooting incident
in 2011 in which a gunman fired
at least seven shots at the upstairs
residence.

Pierson was peppered with
questions about the gunfire even
though it occurred before her
time as director. At one point, she
said one impediment to deter-
mining that shots had been fired
was the fact that the attack oc-
curred at night.

“Can you not hear at night?”
yelled Rep. Trey Gowdy (R-S.C.).

Rep. Tammy Duckworth (D-
Ill.) quipped that perhaps agents
could have deployed flashlights.

A federal grand jury on Tues-
day charged Gonzalez with one
federal count of entering a re-
stricted building or grounds
while carrying a deadly or dan-
gerous weapon. He was also
charged with two violations of
D.C. laws: carrying a dangerous
weapon outside a home or busi-
ness and unlawful possession of
ammunition.

The D.C. weapons charge car-
ries up to a five-year prison sen-
tence, and the ammunition count
up to one year in prison.

wesley.lowery@washpost.com
carol.leonnig@washpost.com

Brian Murphy contributed to this
report.

ees, invited guests and volun-
teers through several databases,
including a national criminal
information registry, and rec-
ords kept by the CIA, the Nation-
al Security Agency and the De-
fense Department, among oth-
ers. Anyone who is found to have
a criminal history, mental illness
or other indications of risk is
barred from entry.

Local police and federal offi-
cers are not checked in the same
way under the Arm’s Reach Pro-
gram, with the Secret Service
presuming that they meet the
safety standards because of their
employment in law enforcement.
But private security contractors
would typically be checked, said
two former agents who worked
on advance planning for presi-
dential trips.

For nearly every trip the presi-
dent takes, at least one person is
barred from attending or partici-
pating in an event because of
problems discovered in his or her
background, the two former
agents said. Most recently, a local
political campaign volunteer
who was offering to help drive
staffers to and from events dur-
ing a visit had faced an assault
charge in the past.

As part of the Secret Service’s
review of the elevator incident,
Pierson directed a supervising
agent on the president’s protec-
tive detail to stay in Atlanta to
examine the breakdown.

That decision aroused suspi-
cion on Capitol Hill. Chaffetz
said he believes that Pierson was

trying to keep another security
gaffe quiet at a time when her
agency and her leadership are
under fire.

Former and current agents say
Secret Service leaders prefer this
kind of informal internal review
for assessing potentially embar-
rassing mistakes. They say such
reviews rarely lead to broad
reforms or consequences.

These agents also say it is
problematic for a presidential
protective detail supervisor to
review how his team performed.

In an incident The Post re-
vealed in 2013, a top manager of
the president’s protective detail
had met a woman while drinking
at a bar at the Hay-Adams hotel
and had left a bullet from his
service weapon in her room after
spending the evening with her
there. One of his superiors re-
viewed the incident and at first
recommended that he receive a
few days of counseling. The Post
report about the episode led to
the agency launching a fuller
investigation.

carol.leonnig@washpost.com

Julie Tate contributed to this report.

When the elevator doors
opened, Obama left with most of
his Secret Service detail. Some
agents stayed behind to question
the man and then used a national
database check that turned up
his criminal history.

When a supervisor from the
firm providing security at the
CDC approached and discovered
the agents’ concerns, the con-
tractor was fired on the spot.
Then the contractor agreed to
turn over his gun — surprising
agents, who had not realized that
he was armed during his encoun-
ter with Obama.

Extensive screening is sup-
posed to keep people with weap-
ons or criminal histories out of
arm’s reach of the president. But
it appears that this man, possess-
ing a gun, came within inches of
the president after undergoing
no such screening.

Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah),
who heads a House subcommit-
tee that oversees the Secret Serv-
ice, first heard of the breakdown
from a whistleblower. The Wash-
ington Post confirmed details of
the event with other people
familiar with the agency’s re-
view.

“You have a convicted felon
within arm’s reach of the presi-
dent, and they never did a back-
ground check,” Chaffetz said.
“Words aren’t strong enough for
the outrage I feel for the safety of
the president and his family. “

Chaffetz added: “His life was
in danger. This country would be
a different world today if he had
pulled out his gun.”

A Secret Service official,
speaking on behalf of the agency,
said an investigation of the inci-
dent is ongoing. The official
spoke on the condition of ano-
nymity, citing the pending re-
view.

A White House spokesman
declined to comment on the
incident or say when, or if, the
president had been informed of
it.

In response to a question at a
combative House hearing Tues-
day, Pierson said she briefs the
president “100 percent of the
time” when his personal secu-
rity has been breached. Howev-
er, she said that had happened
only one time this year: when
Omar Gonzalez jumped over the
White House fence Sept. 19 and
was able to burst into the
mansion.

The revelation of the lapse in
Atlanta is the latest in a string of
embarrassments for the Secret
Service. Some elements of the
incident were first reported
Tuesday afternoon on the Wash-
ington Examiner’s Web site.

Pierson drew criticism Tues-
day from lawmakers in both
parties during the hearing on her
agency’s security lapses. The ses-
sion focused on the Secret Serv-
ice’s fumbled responses to the
recent White House fence jump-
er and a 2011 shooting attack on
the residence.

The fence breach came three
days after Obama’s trip to Atlan-
ta.

The elevator incident exposed
a breakdown in Secret Service
protocols designed to keep the
president safe from strangers
when he travels to events outside
the White House.

Under a security measure
called the Arm’s Reach Program,
Secret Service advance staffers
run potential event staff mem-
bers, contractors, hotel employ-

ATLANTA FROM A1

she’s handled White House secu-
rity so far.”

Pierson said 16 people have
come over the White House fence
in the past five years, including
the six in the past year. Gonzalez
is the first known to have jumped
the fence and made it inside the
executive mansion.

“We all are outraged. . . . It is
obvious that mistakes were
made,” she said. “I take full re-
sponsibility. What happened is
unacceptable.”

Pierson acknowledged that —
until after the Sept. 19 breach —
the Secret Service did not have
the ability to remotely lock or
unlock the front door of the
White House. The bolt had to be
turned by hand.

“There is no such thing as
‘business as usual’ in our line of
work,” she said. “We have to be
successful 100 percent of the
time, and we are constantly mak-
ing changes and doing everything
possible to ensure that we are.”

But members of the committee
were withering in their criticism.

“Have you ever heard of these
guys?” asked Rep. John L. Mica
(R-Fla.), holding up the blue logo
of ADT, the home security compa-
ny.

The bashing by lawmakers
went beyond perceived failings in
Pierson’s management of the
agency. Lawmakers interpreted
her cool, measured responses as
evasive and defensive.

“I wish to God you protected
the White House like you’re pro-
tecting your reputation today,”

fronted the intruder, but she did
share that information with com-
mittee members during a subse-
quent closed-door briefing, ac-
cording to Rep. Gerald E. Connol-
ly (D-Va.).

The agent, who previously
worked as a counterassault team
member, could easily have been
outside or on his way home,
according to people familiar with
the incident.

No officers are assigned to
guard the steps to the Obama
family’s private living quarters
when the first family is not in the
complex.

“There’s no telling how long
this guy could have run around if
the detail guy hadn’t happened to
be there,” one person said, speak-
ing on the condition of anonym-
ity.

Lawmakers from both parties
criticized Pierson and her agency
for giving misleading and partial
accounts of the security breach.

“Whistleblowers were helpful
both to us and to the press. We
were not getting the depth of the
problem [from the information
provided by the Secret Service].
We now have a better under-
standing,” said Rep. Darrell Issa
(R-Calif.), chairman of the com-
mittee. “I think it’s very clear that
the problems of the Secret Serv-
ice are all fixable: human error,
training, morale — these are
things that can be fixed.”

Rep. Stephen F. Lynch (D-
Mass.) said as he left the post-
meeting briefing, “Let’s just say
I’m not impressed with the way

suffering from post-traumatic
stress disorder to hop the White
House fence, enter through an
unlocked door and dash deep
into the executive mansion be-
fore being stopped.

On Tuesday evening, after the
revelation of a September secu-
rity lapse in an elevator in Atlan-
ta, another committee member
called for Pierson to resign. Rep.
Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah) said “it’s
time” for her to depart, adding
that “things have gotten worse,
not better, under her tenure.”

At the hearing, Pierson prom-
ised a full review of all tactics,
including the use of force, in the
wake of the Sept. 19 incident in
which Army veteran Omar Gon-
zalez allegedly broke into the
White House after the sixth
breach of the compound’s fence
in the past year.

“It will never happen again,”
she said.

The hearing followed a report
by The Washington Post that
Gonzalez rushed much farther
into the White House than au-
thorities had initially disclosed.

The report, based on accounts
of three people familiar with the
incident, described how Gonza-
lez cleared the White House
fence, sprinted through the un-
locked front door and overpow-
ered an officer. Gonzalez was
finally tackled at the far southern
end of the East Room, an 80-foot-
long chamber often used for re-
ceptions or presidential address-
es.

The Secret Service agent who
stopped Gonzalez was off-duty
but happened to be walking
through the White House, ac-
cording to two people familiar
with the incident.

The agent had been serving on
the security detail for President
Obama’s daughters and had just
seen the family depart via heli-
copter minutes earlier. He hap-
pened to be in the executive
mansion when chaos broke out
and the intruder dashed through
the main foyer.

Pierson did not reveal during
her testimony that the agent who
tackled Gonzalez was not as-
signed to the post where he con-
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Secret Service chief vows full review

Man with gun was in
elevator with Obama

BY AMY ELLIS NUTT

The first projects to receive
funding under the Obama admin-
istration’s brain research initia-
tive include the creation of a wear-
able scanner to image the brain in
motion and the development of
tools such as radio waves, nano-
particles and genetically modified
viruses to remotely target activity
deep in the brain.

The National Institutes of
Health on Tuesday announced
grants totalling $46 million to 58
projects. It hopes to spend
$4.5 billion over 12 years to fast-
track technologies to help scien-
tists study not only individual
neurons and localized brain activ-
ity, but also “to meet in the middle
where brain function emerges,”
said Cornelia Bargmann of Rocke-
feller University.

The Obama administration es-
tablished the BRAIN (Brain Re-
search through Advancing Inno-
vative Neurotechnologies) initia-
tive 18 months ago. “This initial
round is a first step in a long
journey,” NIH Director Francis
Collins said at a National Press
Clubeventannouncingthegrants.

Thomas Insel, director of the
National Institute of Mental
Health, noted that we know less
about the brain today than we did
about the genome two decades
ago. “In relation to the heart and
the kidney, we don’t even have a
parts list to the brain,” he said.

The Obama administration
wants to double the federal com-
mitment to the BRAIN initiative
next year with $200 million in pro-
jected funds. That amount is con-
siderably less than the $1.5 billion
Europe is spending for the Human
Brain Project and well behind Chi-
na’s Brainnetome initiative, which
was launched 10 years ago.

“This can’t be business as usu-
al,” Bargmann said. “We’re putting
a big emphasis on showing new
results and discoveries.”

Among the domestic and for-
eign institutions receiving the
NIH grants are Cold Spring Har-
bor Laboratory in New York, the
Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology, the University of Zurich,
and Pierre and Marie Curie Uni-
versity in Paris.

John Holdren, director of the
White House Office of Science and
Technology Policy, said support

for the BRAIN initiative will come
from public companies and pri-
vate research foundations, includ-
ing Google, General Electric and
the Children’s Neurobiological So-
lutions Foundation. They are
“aligning more than $300 million
to be added to the president’s ini-
tiative,” he said. The Allen Insti-
tute forBrainScience, theHoward
HughesMedical Institute, theSalk
Institute for Biological Studies
and the Kavli Foundation have
already pledged nearly $120 mil-
lion toward the initiative.

Bargmann, Collins and Insel
emphasized the need for a multi-
disciplinary approach to meeting
the initiative’s goals. Some of the
scientists NIH is funding, they
said, are just beginning their ca-
reers and others have been doing
research for a long time.

“The first goal of the BRAIN
initiative is to stimulate technol-
ogy,” Bargmann said. “I’m most
excited about studying the deep-
est parts of the brain, which has
effectively been terra incognita.
. . .We’re likeGalileo lookingat the
sky with a telescope. We’re looking
at the brain with new tools.”

amy.nutt@washpost.com

NIH announces grants for brain research

PHOTOS BY JAHI CHIKWENDIU/THE WASHINGTON POST

Secret Service Director Julia Pierson, center, faced questions from the House Oversight and Government Reform Committee after reports of
White House security lapses. Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah), below, a panel member, said Tuesday evening that Pierson should step down.

“Words aren’t strong
enough for the outrage I
feel for the safety of the
president and his family.
. . . . His life was in
danger. This country
would be a different
world today if [the man]
had pulled out his gun.”
Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah)
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The fence breach came three days after 
Obama’s trip to Atlanta.

The elevator incident exposed a break-
down in Secret Service protocols designed 
to keep the president safe from strangers 
when he travels to events outside the White 
House.

Under a security measure called the 
Arm’s Reach Program, Secret Service 
advance staffers run potential event staff 
members, contractors, hotel employees, 
invited guests and volunteers through sev-
eral databases, including a national crimi-
nal information registry, and records kept 
by the CIA, the National Security Agency 
and the Defense Department, among oth-
ers. Anyone who is found to have a criminal 
history, mental illness or other indications 
of risk is barred from entry.

Local police and federal officers are 
not checked in the same way under the 
Arm’s Reach Program, with the Secret Ser-
vice presuming that they meet the safety 
standards because of their employment in 
law enforcement. But private security con-
tractors would typically be checked, said 
two former agents who worked on advance 
planning for presidential trips.

For nearly every trip the president 
takes, at least one person is barred from 
attending or participating in an event 
because of problems discovered in his or 
her background, the two former agents 
said. Most recently, a local political cam-
paign volunteer who was offering to help 

drive staffers to and from events during a 
visit had faced an assault charge in the past.

As part of the Secret Service’s review 
of the elevator incident, Pierson directed a 
supervising agent on the president’s protec-
tive detail to stay in Atlanta to examine the 
breakdown.

That decision aroused suspicion on 
Capitol Hill. Chaffetz said he believes that 
Pierson was trying to keep another security 
gaffe quiet at a time when her agency and 
her leadership are under fire.

Former and current agents say Secret 
Service leaders prefer this kind of informal 
internal review for assessing potentially 
embarrassing mistakes. They say such 
reviews rarely lead to broad reforms or con-
sequences.

These agents also say it is problematic 
for a presidential protective detail supervi-
sor to review how his team performed.

In an incident The Post revealed in 
2013, a top manager of the president’s pro-
tective detail had met a woman while drink-
ing at a bar at the Hay-Adams hotel and 
had left a bullet from his service weapon in 
her room after spending the evening with 
her there. One of his superiors reviewed the 
incident and at first recommended that he 
receive a few days of counseling. The Post 
report about the episode led to the agency 
launching a fuller investigation.

carol.leonnig@washpost.com

Julie Tate contributed to this report.




