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Pierson steps down as  
head of Secret Service

Series of security lapses eroded 
lawmakers’— and the president’s — 

confidence in director

by Carol D. Leonnig 
and David Nakamura

Julia Pierson resigned as Secret Service 
director on Wednesday after just a year 
and a half on the job, following a series of 
major security lapses that eroded President 
Obama’s confidence in her ability to run the 
agency tasked with protecting him.

Pierson’s abrupt departure — one day 
after Obama expressed full confidence in 
her — came as lawmakers from both parties 
were calling for her ouster after her halting 
performance during a House 
hearing Tuesday.

A decisive factor in the 
president’s change of heart, 
aides said, was that he learned 
only from news accounts 
Tuesday that a private security 
guard with a gun and a 
criminal history had not been 
screened before being allowed 

to board an elevator with him last month in 
Atlanta.

Earlier Tuesday, Pierson, 55, had 
offered a shifting and incomplete account 
about how an armed intruder had evaded 
several layers of White House security two 
weeks ago and made it through the front 
door before being tackled by an off-duty 
agent.

Obama “concluded new leadership of 
the agency was needed based on recent and 
accumulating accounts” of performance 
problems within the agency, White 
House press secretary Josh Earnest said 
Wednesday.

Pierson had been installed by Obama 
in March 2013 as the first female director 

BY MARK BERMAN
AND AMY ELLIS NUTT

An ill man who later tested positive for Ebola
was not admitted to a Dallas hospital despite
saying that he had traveled to Texas from Liberia,
allowing him to continue interacting with people
before he returned days later and was placed in
isolation.

Dallas County health officials say they are
continuing to monitor the patient’s family mem-
bers and are checking for symptoms twice each
day. The state health department said it has no
other suspected cases at this point.

“We’ve been on the lookout for this,” said David
Lakey, commissioner of the Texas Department of
State Health Services. “Obviously, this disease is
scary to a large number of individuals.”

The man, a Liberian, was identified by friends as
Thomas Eric Duncan. He is the first person to be
diagnosed with Ebola in the United States and was
in serious condition Wednesday, officials said.
Public health officials continue to stress that they

EBOLA CONTINUED ON A6

monrovia, liberia — I was goofing around
with a small group of young children outside their
home on a muddy, cratered road in the New Kru
Town slum here. I made a scary face and the kids
skittered, giggling, behind a low wall at the front
of their shanty. Then they peeked out, hoping for
more.

Finally, the boldest of the lot, a little girl
perhaps 5 years old, approached and stuck out her
hand. “Shake!” she offered excitedly.

“No touching,” I responded, keeping my hands
at my sides, trying to hide my sadness. “No
touching.”

You don’t touch anyone in Liberia. Not kids, not
adults, not other Westerners, not the colleagues
with whom you arrived. It is the rule of rules,
because while everyone who is able is taking
precautions, you just can’t be sure where the
invisible, lethal Ebola virus might be. Once the
virus is on your fingers, it would be frighteningly
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full confidence in her — came as
lawmakers from both parties
were calling for her ouster after
her halting performance during
a House hearing Tuesday.

A decisive factor in the presi-
dent’s change of heart, aides said,
was that he learned only from
news accounts Tuesday that a pri-
vate security guard with a gun and
a criminal history had not been
screened before being allowed to
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BY CAROL D. LEONNIG
AND DAVID NAKAMURA

Julia Pierson resigned as Se-
cret Service director on Wednes-
day after just a year and a half on
the job, following a series of
major security lapses that eroded
President Obama’s confidence in
her ability to run the agency
tasked with protecting him.

Pierson’s abrupt departure —
one day after Obama expressed

BY ANN E. MARIMOW

The judge regretted it from the
beginning. The 27-year prison
sentence he gave Byron Lamont
McDade was too long, he said, for
a low-level player in an expansive
cocaine enterprise. Years later,
the punishment still nagged at
him.

In two decades on the federal
bench in the District, Paul L.
Friedman has passed judgment
on hundreds of people who com-
mitted crimes: murder, kidnap-
ping, fraud.

The 324-month term — man-
dated by federal sentencing
guidelines — was the longest the
judge had imposed for a drug
offense. More time than he gave a
gang leader in a murder case.
Three times as much as he gave
any of McDade’s more culpable
comrades in the drug conspiracy.

Twelve years later, Friedman
might finally be in a position to do
something about McDade’s sen-
tence.

“The court has not lost hope,
and presumably Mr. McDade has
not either,” Friedman wrote in an
opinion this spring. The judge
used his ruling on a procedural
issue in the case to identify Mc-
Dade as a “prime candidate for
executive clemency.”

McDade, who grew up two
blocks from the Frederick Doug-
lass Home in Southeast Washing-
ton, is one of tens of thousands of
federal inmates who may benefit
from a sweeping bipartisan
movement away from historically
harsh drug penalties in the U.S.
criminal justice system.

This year, the Obama adminis-
tration announced that it would
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Pierson steps down as head of Secret Service
Series of security lapses eroded lawmakers’
— and the president’s — confidence in director

DISPATCH | LENNY BERNSTEIN

Ebola: Misstep in Texas, tough rules in Liberia

In W. African virus zone,
stand back to stay alive

MICHEL DU CILLE/THE WASHINGTON POST

Berlinda Clark, who is under observation for Ebola after her mother died of the disease, stands isolated by a screen door while others talk outside inMonrovia, Liberia.

Infected man was allowed to leave Dallas hospital

Judge tries
to forge

redemption
from regret
Calls drug term he gave
D.C. man too long,
urges clemency

Julia Pierson will be replaced on an interim basis by Joseph Clancy,
head of President Obama’s first protective detail after he took office.

Analysis: The Secret Service’s struggles to protect the first family fuel
a growing public anxiety that there may not be anyone to protect us. A4

BY CAROL D. LEONNIG

The resignation of Secret Serv-
ice Director Julia Pierson and the
launch of a top-to-bottom review
of the agency Wednesday are an
acknowledgment by President
Obama of what he has long de-
nied: that the force charged with
protecting him is in deep turmoil
and struggling to fulfill its sacred
mission.

The 6,700-member agency, long

an elite class of skilled profession-
als who prized their jobs, now suf-
fers from diminished luster and
historically high turnover rates.
Officers in charge of protecting the
White House say they have grown
resentful at being belittled by their
bosses and routinely forced to
workonoff-days.Someagentswho
have sworn to take a bullet for the
president and his family have little
faith in the wisdom or direction of
LEADERSHIP CONTINUED ON A4

Departure underscores systemic problems
behind the embarrassing revelations

MIKE STONE/REUTERS

“We’ve been on the lookout for this,” David Lakey, commissioner
of the Texas health department, said at a news conference.

MICHEL DU CILLE/THE WASHINGTON POST

Byron L.McDade, serving 27
years, was accused of being a
low-level player in a drug ring.

Economic disparity: The different responses to the Ebola virus have
served as a stark reminder of the consequences of global inequality. A7

BRYCE HARPER BY ALEX BRANDON/AP
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in the agency’s 148-year history. Her 
appointment was aimed in part at helping 
the agency overcome a reputation as a boys 
club following a prostitution scandal the 
previous year.

But her tenure was rocky and included 
an embarrassing scandal in March when 
three agents were sent home from a 
presidential trip to Europe after one was 
found passed out drunk in the hallway of 
Obama’s hotel.

“It had to happen,” Rep. Jason 
Chaffetz (R-Utah), one of Pierson’s fiercest 
critics, said of her departure. “She lost the 
confidence of the men and women in the 
Secret Service. The situation was getting 
worse, not better. She wasn’t candid with 
Congress, nor was she sharing vital details 
with the president.”

Homeland Security Secretary 
Jeh Johnson, who accepted Pierson’s 
resignation, said Joseph Clancy, a longtime 
Secret Service veteran who retired in 2011, 
will replace her on an acting basis as a 
search for a permanent replacement is 
conducted.

Clancy, who has been working security 
in the private sector for the past three 
years, served as the head of Obama’s first 
protective detail after he took office in 
2009. Clancy was described by associates 
as someone who understands the demands 
of the job and commands respect within 
the 6,700-person agency.

Earnest said an independent panel of 
security experts will conduct the search, but 
he did not give a timetable for a decision. 

The appointment does not require Senate 
confirmation. Former agency officials 
said there is no clear successor to Pierson, 
and some in Congress were pushing the 
administration to look outside the Secret 
Service for a replacement.

The agency faces morale problems, 
budget constraints and operational 
questions as it prepares to ramp up for a 
presidential campaign, during which the 
Secret Service traditionally bolsters its 
manpower to protect candidates in both 
political parties during a hectic travel 
schedule.

“They will certainly consider 
individuals from outside that agency,” 
Earnest said of the search team. “They will 
also offer a recommendation to [Johnson] 
about whether or not a review of broader 
issues concerning the Secret Service is 
necessary.”

A three-decade veteran of the agency 
who had served as chief of staff to her 
predecessor, Mark Sullivan, Pierson was 
described upon taking the top job as a skilled 
and dedicated manager who had helped 
oversee a $250 million project to modernize 
the Secret Service’s communications and 
data-management networks.

She kept a low profile during her first 
year on the job but was thrust into the 
spotlight amid the scandals that broke this 
year in a series of reports in The Washington 
Post. The newspaper reported in May that 
Sullivan had pulled agents off White House 
patrols for at least two months in 2011 to 
protect a friend.
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The Post also revealed last month that 
the Secret Service stumbled in its response 
to a gunman who fired at the White House 
from beyond the security perimeter while 
Obama was out of town in November 2011. 
It took four days for the agency to determine 
that bullets had struck the building, a 
finding that came only after a housekeeper 
discovered bullets on the Truman Balcony. 
Sasha Obama, the president’s younger 
daughter, was home at the time of the 
shooting.

The breach last month, in 
which Army veteran Omar J. Gon-
zalez leapt over the White House 
fence and managed to sprint 
through much of the mansion’s 
main floor, helped clinch Pierson’s 
downfall.

The Secret Service initially said that 
Gonzalez, who on Wednesday pleaded 
not guilty to three federal charges, was 
unarmed, but it was later revealed he was 
carrying a knife and had 800 rounds of 
ammunition in his car. Though the service 
said he had been tackled just after enter-
ing the White House, The Post revealed 
this week that he had in fact overpowered 
a Secret Service officer and made it into 
the East Room before being tackled by an 
off-duty agent near the Green Room.

“I wish to God you protected the 
White House like you protected your repu-
tation here today,” Rep. Stephen F. Lynch 
(D-Mass.) told Pierson at Tuesday’s con-
gressional hearing.

Pierson told lawmakers that “it is obvi-

ous that mistakes were made. I take full 
responsibility. What happened is unaccept-
able. It will never happen again.”

On Wednesday, a growing list of 
members of Congress from both sides of the 
aisle, including Sens. Charles E. Schumer 
(D-N.Y.) and Lindsey O. Graham (R-S.C.), 
called on her to resign.

Former Secret Service director Ralph 
Basham, who also testified at the hearing 
and spoke with Pierson later that evening, 
said she had endured “a feeding frenzy.”

“It was very difficult physically and 
emotionally, and it takes a toll on you,” said 
Basham, who oversaw the agency from 
2003 to 2006. “She obviously went through 
a very difficult day.”

After Johnson accepted her resigna-
tion, Pierson spoke with Obama by phone 
and the president thanked her for her 30 
years of service, White House aides said.

In the end, Basham said, the White 
House and Pierson recognized that the 
focus on her management and public per-
formance “was becoming a distraction in 
terms of getting on with the investigation 
and doing the fact-finding.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com 
david.nakamura@washpost.com
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First female director
of agency resigns
board an elevator with him last
month in Atlanta.

Earlier Tuesday, Pierson, 55,
had offered a shifting and incom-
plete account about how an
armed intruder had evaded sev-
eral layers of White House secu-
rity two weeks ago and made it
through the front door before
being tackled by an off-duty
agent.

Obama “concluded new lead-
ership of the agency was needed
based on recent and accumulat-
ing accounts” of performance
problems within the agency,
White House press secretary
Josh Earnest said Wednesday.

Pierson had been installed by
Obama in March 2013 as the first
female director in the agency’s
148-year history. Her appoint-
ment was aimed in part at help-
ing the agency overcome a repu-
tation as a boys club following a
prostitution scandal the previous
year.

But her tenure was rocky and
included an embarrassing scan-
dal in March when three agents
were sent home from a presiden-
tial trip to Europe after one was
found passed out drunk in the
hallway of Obama’s hotel.

“It had to happen,” Rep. Jason
Chaffetz (R-Utah), one of Pier-
son’s fiercest critics, said of her
departure. “She lost the confi-
dence of the men and women in
the Secret Service. The situation
was getting worse, not better. She
wasn’t candid with Congress, nor
was she sharing vital details with
the president.”

Homeland Security Secretary
Jeh Johnson, who accepted Pier-
son’s resignation, said Joseph
Clancy, a longtime Secret Service
veteran who retired in 2011, will
replace her on an acting basis as
a search for a permanent replace-

ment is conducted.
Clancy, who has been working

security in the private sector for
the past three years, served as the
head of Obama’s first protective
detail after he took office in 2009.
Clancy was described by associ-
ates as someone who under-
stands the demands of the job
and commands respect within
the 6,700-person agency.

Earnest said an independent
panel of security experts will
conduct the search, but he did
not give a timetable for a deci-
sion. The appointment does not
require Senate confirmation.
Former agency officials said
there is no clear successor to
Pierson, and some in Congress
were pushing the administration
to look outside the Secret Service
for a replacement.

The agency faces morale prob-
lems, budget constraints and op-
erational questions as it prepares
to ramp up for a presidential
campaign, during which the Se-
cret Service traditionally bolsters
its manpower to protect candi-
dates in both political parties
during a hectic travel schedule.

“They will certainly consider
individuals from outside that
agency,” Earnest said of the
search team. “They will also offer
a recommendation to [Johnson]
about whether or not a review of
broader issues concerning the
Secret Service is necessary.”

A three-decade veteran of the
agency who had served as chief
of staff to her predecessor, Mark
Sullivan, Pierson was described
upon taking the top job as a
skilled and dedicated manager

PIERSON FROM A1 who had helped oversee a
$250 million project to modern-
ize the Secret Service’s communi-
cations and data-management
networks.

She kept a low profile during
her first year on the job but was
thrust into the spotlight amid the
scandals that broke this year in a
series of reports in The Washing-
ton Post. The newspaper report-
ed in May that Sullivan had
pulled agents off White House
patrols for at least two months in
2011 to protect a friend.

The Post also revealed last
month that the Secret Service
stumbled in its response to a
gunman who fired at the White
House from beyond the security
perimeter while Obama was out
of town in November 2011. It
took four days for the agency to
determine that bullets had
struck the building, a finding
that came only after a house-
keeper discovered bullets on the
Truman Balcony. Sasha Obama,
the president’s younger daugh-
ter, was home at the time of the
shooting.

The breach last month, in
which Army veteran Omar J.
Gonzalez leapt over the White
House fence and managed to
sprint through much of the man-
sion’s main floor, helped clinch
Pierson’s downfall.

The Secret Service initially
said that Gonzalez, who on
Wednesday pleaded not guilty to
three federal charges, was un-
armed, but it was later revealed
he was carrying a knife and had
800 rounds of ammunition in his
car. Though the service said he
had been tackled just after enter-
ing the White House, The Post
revealed this week that he had in
fact overpowered a Secret Serv-
ice officer and made it into the
East Room before being tackled
by an off-duty agent near the

Green Room.
“I wish to God you protected

the White House like you pro-
tected your reputation here to-
day,” Rep. Stephen F. Lynch (D-
Mass.) told Pierson at Tuesday’s
congressional hearing.

Pierson told lawmakers that
“it is obvious that mistakes were
made. I take full responsibility.
What happened is unacceptable.
It will never happen again.”

On Wednesday, a growing list
of members of Congress from
both sides of the aisle, including
Sens. Charles E. Schumer
(D-N.Y.) and Lindsey O. Graham
(R-S.C.), called on her to resign.

Former Secret Service director
Ralph Basham, who also testified
at the hearing and spoke with
Pierson later that evening, said
she had endured “a feeding fren-
zy.”

“It was very difficult physically
and emotionally, and it takes a
toll on you,” said Basham, who
oversaw the agency from 2003
to 2006. “She obviously went
through a very difficult day.”

After Johnson accepted her
resignation, Pierson spoke with
Obama by phone and the presi-
dent thanked her for her 30 years
of service, White House aides
said.

In the end, Basham said, the
White House and Pierson recog-
nized that the focus on her
management and public per-
formance “was becoming a dis-
traction in terms of getting on
with the investigation and doing
the fact-finding.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com
david.nakamura@washpost.com

Pierson’s strategic decisions questioned
their senior-most leaders. Those
chronic woes have been amplified
in recent days by revelations of a
string of humiliating security laps-
es that have raised concerns about
the president’s safety and prompt-
ed the agency’s biggest crisis since
President Ronald Reagan was shot
outside the Washington Hilton
three decades ago.

Joseph Clancy, a retired agent
whoservedas theheadofObama’s
protective detail briefly after the
president was first elected, was
named to take over on a tempo-
rary basis. He will serve as a care-
taker while a full review is con-
ducted and until a permanent re-
placement can be found.

“Replacing the director is a
good start in the right direction,”
said Dan Emmett, a former
counterassault team leader and
Secret Service agent. But, he add-
ed, “replacing the director will not
be effective unless the entire up-
per management is replaced. Oth-
erwise it will just be business as
usual.”

Pierson was elevated to the top
spot 18 months ago to put an end
to business as usual, after a dozen
agents were implicated in a night
of carousing with prostitutes in
Cartagena,Colombia,ontheeveof
an official visit by Obama. But
while the administration dubbed
Pierson a fresh start and a new
direction for the agency, she was a
deeply entrenched part of its cul-
ture. A 30-year veteran of the
agency, Pierson had served as di-
rectorMarkSullivan’schiefof staff
and then assistant director before
taking over.

Under her watch, the agency
continued to suffer from systemic
problems that went well beyond
the embarrassment of the prosti-
tution scandal. For instance, staff-
ing shortages have grown so se-
vere that the agency has had to fly
in field agents from across the
country for two-week temporary
details, paying their travel, hotel
and per-diem costs.

Pierson also rejected an inter-
nal study’s recommendations that
the White House have a total of
about 100 countersurveillance of-
ficers to patrol the perimeter of
the complex. She suggested cut-
ting the recommended number by
a third. And Pierson had agreed to
shrink key units in the agency,
including the number of officers
from the uniformed division who

LEADERSHIP FROM A1

guard the White House complex.
In her 18 months in charge,

Pierson also became the subject of
derision among some lower-level
agents for accommodating the
White House staff ’s wishes for
less-cumbersome security over
the warnings of her tactical teams.

In the spring, Pierson was irate
at what she considered the exces-
sive security measures her team
had planned for the U.S.-Africa
Leaders Summit, which Obama
hosted this summer, demanding
that it dismantle extra layers of
fencing and reopen closed streets,
according to two agency supervi-
sors. Supervisors who had
mapped out the security plan said
they were taken aback when Pier-
son, who worked during high
school at Walt Disney World as a
costumed character and park at-
tendant, said: “Weneedtobemore
like Disney World. We need to be
more friendly, inviting.”

“I respect Pierson’s service,
but she hasn’t been on a protec-
tive mission in two decades,” said
one supervisor who spoke on the
condition of anonymity. “She
doesn’t know anything about se-
curity planning in a post-9/11
world.”

On a presidential trip this past
spring to the Netherlands, Pierson
told several counterassault team
members stationed at posts in the
president’s hotel to move to more
remote locations and put their
weapons in bags, causing the
sharpshooters to worry that their
reaction time would be hampered

in an emergency.
And this week, Pierson person-

ally ordered that a downtown
Washington street be left open
near a hotel where Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
was staying. Secret Service teams
have insisted on the closure for
years because Netanyahu is con-
sidered one of the most sought-
after international targets.But the
director agreed to changes be-
cause of D.C. Mayor Vincent C.
Gray’s concern that the street’s
closure during an earlier visit
caused severe gridlock, said a
spokesman for Gray (D).

Pierson was called to a Capitol
Hill hearing this week to explain
how a man carrying a knife was
able to jump the White House
fenceandthenruninsidetheexec-
utive mansion and through much
of the main floor before being
tackled by an off-duty agent.

Lawmakers also grilled Pierson
about a botched investigation of a
2011 shooting at the White House,
details of which were first report-
ed by The Washington Post on
Sunday. Pierson irritated lawmak-
ers when she said she knew little
about the incident, despite having
been the agency’s chief of staff at
the time, and learned some of the
details from The Post’s account.

Some lawmakers on Tuesday
read aloud portions of The Post’s
story to underscore larger con-
cerns about what they said was a
broken culture within the agency.
They pointed to a young officer on
duty the night of the shooting who

heard shots fired and debris fall-
ing but was afraid to contradict
supervisors who had incorrectly
concluded that no shots had been
aimed at the White House. Several
members said they had been hear-
ing from agents and officers who
do not feel they can make their
concerns known internally.

“It is very disturbing to know
that Secret Service agents, in the
most elite protective agency in the
world, feel more comfortable, ap-
parently, from what I’m hearing,
coming to members of this com-
mittee and telling things than
coming toyouandmembers in the
agency,” Rep. Elijah E. Cummings
(D-Md.) said during one sharp ex-
change with Pierson.

Lawmakers were also annoyed
by the administration’s budget re-
quest for this year for an agency
that has claimed to be chronically
underfunded. The Department
of Homeland Security requested
$1.49billioninoperatingfundsfor
the Secret Service, a $60 million
dip from last fiscal year. But even
spending-conscious Republicans
said that was too big a cut. So
Congress instead agreed to a rare
increase over the request, giving
the agency $1.53 billion.

Shortly after the contentious
hearing with lawmakers came an-
other revelation: On a recent trip
to Atlanta, a contract security
guard with a gun and a criminal
record was allowed in an elevator
with Obama. Making matters
worse, neither the president nor
Homeland Security Secretary Jeh
Johnsonwastoldabout it.Asenior
U.S. official said Johnson was
“deeply disappointed” when he
learned about the incident.

Clancy, who spent much of his
Secret Service career as a senior
agent on the protective detail for
President George W. Bush, is not
expected to clean house or reform
the agency, according to officials
briefed on his appointment.

“He’s one of the most genteel
guys. It would be very hard to find
someone to say something bad
about Joe,” said one longtime
agent, who spoke on the condition
of anonymity because he was not
authorized to talk to the media.
But, the agent added: “He doesn’t
like conflict. They need to clean
house. He’s not the guy to do it.”

carol.leonnig@washpost.com

RosalindHelderman, David
Nakamura and Alice Crites
contributed to this report.

BY CHRIS CILLIZZA

The ongoing story about the
Secret Service’s struggles to keep
President Obama and his family
safe play into a growing anxiety
about the capacity of the institu-
tions and people entrusted with
looking out for us to do just
that.

It’s amazing enough that a
man armed with a knife could
not only hop the White House
perimeter fence but also get in-
side, overpower a member of the
Secret Service and make it all
the way to the East Room — in
the back of the main floor of the
building — before being re-
strained by an off-duty officer.
But then there is the report that
the Secret Service botched an in-
cident in which a man fired at
least seven shots at the upper

residence of the White House in
2011. And the one that an armed
man with three convictions for
assault came within inches of
Obama in an elevator during a
trip last month to Atlanta.

Official Washington dealt
with this trio of are-you-kidding-
me reports the way official
Washington always deals with
controversy: Hearings were
held, firings were demanded and
heads were rolled. But the resig-
nation of Julia Pierson, the di-
rector of the Secret Service,
won’t address the creeping ques-
tion in Americans’ minds: If peo-
ple with uncertain intentions
can get that close to the presi-
dent of the United States, what
does that mean for my safety
and the safety of my family?

It’s a conversation that has
been active in the American con-

sciousness since the terrorist at-
tacks of Sept. 11, 2001. That’s
when the idea hit home that all
the horrible things we saw hap-
pening in far-off places weren’t
so far off. It fostered a sense of
vulnerability that we had not
known for decades — if ever.

It was accompanied by an ex-
tended economic slide that saw
Wall Street greed on full display
and a political system unwilling
or unable to respond effectively.
Hurricane Katrina and its after-
math reaffirmed that sense that
the pillars of society we had al-
ways leaned on in tough times
might not be there to lean on
anymore. The debate over
performance-enhancing drugs
made sports — typically an es-
cape — part of the problem. The
debate over concussions and do-
mestic violence in the NFL add-

ed to our sense that the people
in charge might be telling us less
than we deserved to know and,
more frighteningly, not really
know what was going on them-
selves.

Two moments this summer
and fall have added to the grow-
ing sense of unease and anxiety
about who — if anyone — is
looking out for us. The first was
the shooting of an unarmed
black teenager named Michael
Brown in Ferguson, Mo., and the
protests that followed. For many,
the Brown shooting epitomized
the idea that even those who are
paid to protect us don’t always
do it, and sometimes do the op-
posite.

Then came the rise of the Is-
lamic State, as exemplified by
the gruesome beheadings of
journalists, that put a new ter-

rorist organization at the fore of
American consciousness 13 years
after we first heard of a group
called al-Qaeda.

Politicians, whose role it is to
channel public sentiment and,
ideally, lead that sentiment, ap-
pear to be at something of a loss
amid this knot of anxiety and
uncertainty. At a fundraiser in
Seattle in July, Obama articulat-
ed that problem, although he
didn’t offer much of a solution.
He said: “Whether people see
what’s happening in Ukraine . . .
to what’s happened in Syria . . .
to the failure in Iraq for Sunni
and Shia and Kurd to compro-
mise . . . to ongoing terrorist
threats, to what’s happening in
Israel and Gaza — part of peo-
ple’s concern is just the sense
that around the world the old or-
der isn’t holding and we’re not

quite yet to where we need to be
in terms of a new order that’s
based on a different set of prin-
ciples.”

That speech came before Fer-
guson, before the Islamic State
and before the Secret Service’s
problems. But it effectively cap-
tures the national mood that, if
anything, has darkened since.

Raw emotions are very power-
ful and unpredictable when
channeled through politics. And
the sense that none of us, includ-
ing the president, is totally safe
and that there may not be any-
one to protect us or look out for
us hangs in our political atmos-
phere.

How politicians react to this
uncertainty and anxiety will be
the story of the next two years.
And perhaps for longer.

chris.cillizza@washpost.com
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The Secret Service story isn’t just about President Obama. It’s about us, too.
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Secret Service agents kept watch as President Obama toured a drought-affected farm in Los Banos, Calif., in February. The agency is under
fire after reports in the past week of serious security breaches at theWhite House and elsewhere.

“She wasn’t candid with Congress, nor was she
sharing vital details with the president.”
Rep. Jason Chaffetz (R-Utah)
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Julia Pierson with Vice President Biden and the president in the
Oval Office in 2013, after she was sworn in as the first female
director of the Secret Service.




