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FOREWORD

			If you ask any person living in America today what the United States Secret Service does, they will likely tell you, “They’re the guys who protect the president,” and that is true. Quite simply, the brave men and women of the Secret Service have an awesome responsibility: They are tasked with keeping the single most important person on Earth, The president of the United States, alive and well. The agency does all this while being an indirect representation to the office of the president, the White House and the people who are affiliated with the executive branch of our government (whether the Service wants to be that representation or not). Agents of the Secret Service must maintain the highest tiers of security while simultaneously respecting privacy, maintaining discretion and trust, and understanding that the organization’s own public image coincides with one of the most powerful political figures in the world. It’s an incredible burden, and one to which we all owe our gratitude. When it is spelled out with such simplicity, it is equally simple to understand why mistakes and missteps in security just cannot happen. It is also easy to understand what the agency’s fundamental mission is: Protection. The average American on the street seems to know it, so one would think that the agency understands it, too. The highest order of the U.S. Secret Service is to keep the commander in chief safe. Anything else, to include image, is a moot point. 

			When the agency was founded in 1865, it was commissioned to regulate and stop the spread of counterfeit currency in a post–Civil War era. Only later did it take on the mandate that it is so well known for today; that of executive protection at the highest level. This later mission has remained its fundamental core competency ever since, and it is what sets the United States Secret Service apart from other federal law enforcement agencies. Although investigations have remained an intricate part of the career of a U.S. Secret Service Special Agent, the understanding is protection is why everyone is there.

			But in the last few decades, the United States Secret Service has forgotten where it began and what it is. An agency that once defined itself by protecting people without negotiating how it will do it now does so with a wink-and-a-nod understanding that the criteria of protection is open to interpretation and adjustment. Someone in the agency came in one day and started replacing right and wrong with black and white, and incorrectly thought that the two meant the same thing.

			The right thing is often the hard thing to do; if the right thing were easy, everyone would do the right thing all the time. And we know that doesn’t happen. The organization that once told presidents where they could and could not go, decided one day to let White House staffers tell them how to secure a site for a visit, and it has never been the same; leaders who once did the right thing for their agents have been replaced with managers who buckle under the pressure of scheduling ridiculous hours of work for their subordinates, and the lack of morale and high attrition rate speaks for itself as the result. Field office agents who were once locked arm-in arm with their local law enforcement brethren on a protection assignment now tell their local counterparts to stand in corners, out of sight of the protectees who do not wish to see them. The leaders of yesteryear would have never tolerated such treatment of their law enforcement brothers, but the new and improved Secret Service allows this to occur daily, and is blessed at the highest levels of its management offices to do so. The mission used to be protection but the new core competency in today’s U.S. Secret Service is image. The agency has sacrificed its mission for its beauty.

			For myself, joining the cadre of the United States Secret Service started twenty years before my first day on the job. As a young child, I had the privilege of having a friend whose father was an agent. My friend’s father was a powerful, positive influence for me in my young life, and it was that influence that propelled my ambition to become a Secret Service Agent. All the professional choices in my life, to include military college, my service to my country as military officer, and just staying out of trouble in my youth were all a means to an end for me: That end was to become a U.S. Secret Service Agent. 

			The day that I received the call telling me that I was accepted into the agency was one of the happiest, proudest days of my life. I was home alone when the personnel office called, and I paced excitedly while I waited for my wife to come home from work to give her the news. When she arrived home and I told her, she leapt into my arms with an excited squeal. It was wonderful, exciting time for us both, filled with a promise for the future and assurance that I was about to be a part of something special and meaningful for my country; to be part of a great, honorable agency with a single mission focus.

			I could not have been more disappointed when I arrived. 

			The very first thing I noticed was the lack of leadership and accountability amongst the agency. Supervisors were motivated by minute details on meaningless paperwork, and were quick to criticize young agents for ridiculous, subjective things. Abuses in authority were commonplace amongst managers, and morale was terribly low. Truly, the only thing I remember fondly about those days was the camaraderie and bonds I developed with my fellow “boot-agents.” I genuinely miss the times with those people, and there were only a very limited few supervisors who earned my respect in those days. After nine years, I could take no more. I became another casualty to the problems, the cancer that infects the agency today.

			From lack of quality management, to morale, to the hemorrhaging of personnel, the United States Secret Service is in dire need of major overhaul. With this being one of the most polarizing political atmospheres in our country’s history, the demand for quality protection for our leaders is needed now more than ever, so the timing for the U.S. Secret Service to buckle under its own weight could not be worse. 

			When Dan told me that he was considering writing this book, I enthusiastically encouraged him to do so. Anyone who knows Dan Bongino tends to use words like character, integrity, and morality when describing him. In our time together as agents in the Baltimore Field Office, it was obvious Dan was a “right and wrong” kind of guy, and not a “black and white” one. 

			No one, professionally or personally, is better qualified to outline the problems that plague the United States Secret Service today; no one is better qualified to address the issues and offer the right answers to fix those problems. 

			As I read through Dan’s book, I remembered the reasons why I joined the agency all those years ago, and also why I left. Although it is too late for me, the issues can still be corrected to make it an agency that future young men and women will dedicate their lives to joining and will proudly stay with for their careers; it’s not too late for the U.S. Secret Service to return to its former glory. The road map to do that is in the pages before you, spelled out by the person who knows best how the agency can once again do the right things. 

			 

			—Jason Wells, U.S. Secret Service, 2005–2013 author of Our Path to Safety: A U.S. Secret Service Agent’s Guide To Creating Safe Communities
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Introduction

			I’ve had a lot of jobs. I’ve stocked grocery shelves, delivered newspapers, patrolled crime-ridden streets as an NYPD police officer, consulted on business deals, hosted talk radio shows, hosted a successful podcast, and authored a couple of successful books. I’ve been a student many times, and a teacher a few times, but the position I’ll always be proudest of is that of “Special Agent, United States Secret Service.” Being a United States Secret Service agent is an awesome responsibility. A seasoned Secret Service agent knows how to be a cop, a diplomat, a peacemaker, a counselor, and a bodyguard (although I, and the agents I still call friends, hate that term when describing what the Secret Service does). The Secret Service is a relatively flat organization managerially, and as a result, they operate in a “sink or swim” environment where rank-and-file agents are given a significant amount of responsibility early on in their careers. It’s not uncommon for a new special agent, only months or even days out of the Secret Service training academy, to be charged with designing an impenetrable security plan for a foreign head of state visiting the United States. During the annual United Nations General Assembly in New York City, tens to hundreds of foreign heads of state visit the United Nations in New York City, and they are all the responsibility of the United States Secret Service. But the Secret Service is, at best, a medium-sized federal agency that doesn’t have the luxury of hundreds of thousands of experienced agents to cover every nook and cranny of New York City during the UN General Assembly. As a result, newer agents are forced, every year, to step up to the plate, early in their careers, and hit a security home run. There are no bunts allowed. Those agents who can handle the pressure of keeping the world’s most powerful leaders secure will be the future leaders of the Presidential Protective Division (a Secret Service agents most coveted assignment), and of the Secret Service at large. Those who fail will be stuck investigating counterfeit currency cases out of a Secret Service field office to which no one wanted to be assigned, involving teenagers using mommy’s color printer to create terrible-looking faux hundred-dollar bills, for the rest of their careers. 

			Being a Secret Service agent is a pressure cooker. But for those men and women who live for the rush of adrenaline that comes with fast motorcades, world travel, big responsibilities, and even bigger threats, it’s the greatest job in the world. When I first joined the Secret Service in 1999 the agency was overflowing with applications, and when I made it through the arduous special agent selection process, I was genuinely surprised. Although I had faith in my abilities, I was convinced that my application was going to be swallowed up by the thousands of applications, from incredibly qualified men and women, the Secret Service was receiving for every special agent opening. I was honored to be a special agent, and the United States Secret Service “special agent” title instantly became part of me. The Secret Service was a proud, successful model government agency in 1999, and it reflected in the relatively high esprit de corps all the way from the upper management of the agency through the administrative staff.

			In the early part of my nearly twelve-year career with the Secret Service, I was sent over to Moscow on a temporary investigative assignment. While there, I made friends with the FBI agent who also had an office at the American embassy in Moscow. During one of our many conversations, he was surprised to learn that the Secret Service allowed non-supervisory agents to conduct security advances for the president, vice president, and foreign heads of state. He was also surprised to learn that I was assigned as an instructor at the Secret Service training academy and that I was not a supervisor. He seemed particularly perplexed that I was assigned to the Russian embassy on a prestigious investigative assignment as nothing more than a GS-13 federal agent (Secret Service supervisors are all GS-14 and above). He told me that in the FBI most of the critical investigations, assignments, and FBI Academy instructor positions were filled either by senior special agents, or supervisors. The Secret Service doesn’t work that way. Every special agent, whether a supervisor or not, is expected to be able to handle, on a moment’s notice, an assignment where failure could mean the death of a world leader and a corresponding Archduke Ferdinand–like global crisis. 

			But the Secret Service is now living through an existential crisis. The overseas scandals, the fence jumpers, the Salahi incident, the stolen laptop, and other organizational black eyes on the agency have created a media, and political, feeding frenzy. Fair or unfair, media outlets smelled the blood in the water and saw the dollar signs from the clickbait headlines about the smallest Secret Service transgression, and they reported on every story no matter how thinly sourced. Some of these stories about the Secret Service were so misleading that the media outlets were forced to alter their headlines because the original reporting was not accurate. Remember the story about the Secret Service agents who “crashed a car into a White House barricade”?1 Did you happen to notice the follow-up stories days after the original reporting, which described the exact same incident as Secret Service agents “nudging” a temporary orange traffic “barrier”?2 Which one was it? Did the agents “crash” into a barrier, or did they “nudge” a traffic cone? One of these happened, and one clearly did not. The answer was obvious to anyone who viewed the security video of the incident, which was made public just days after it occurred. But it didn’t matter; the media smelled blood, and they knew that using the word crashed to describe the incident, no matter how ridiculous and sensationalist, would generate eyeballs to their networks and clicks to their websites. It mattered little to these media figures that they destroyed the careers of the two agents involved in the incident, despite both of them having earned reputations as stellar performers and career-long team players. Lawmakers, themselves not immune to the smell of publicity blood in the water, jumped into the fray as well, and they have begun to question everything about the Secret Service, including its need to exist as a separate government agency. After the many crises the Secret Service has faced, a reasonable person would conclude that these incidents would serve as a wake-up call to the upper management of this once-great agency. But according to my many sources within the Secret Service, it’s been largely business as usual, despite the withering media, legislative, and public pressure being put on the agency to evolve and improve.

			That’s why I decided to write this book. Although I feel strongly that the Secret Service has faced an unusual amount of unfair media coverage, the agency’s problems are very real, and they require immediate action. The president of the United States is in genuine danger if the Secret Service doesn’t change course soon and evolve with the rapidly changing threat environment. The threats to the White House and the president are swiftly evolving in this new era of weaponized drones, micro-sized video surveillance technology, vehicle attacks on civilians, small arms tactical assaults, and technologically advanced and difficult-to-detect explosives. And if the decision makers in the Secret Service refuse to evolve with this series of threats, then, tragically, we may suffer the first loss of a president since John F. Kennedy. When I was a young Secret Service agent going through their special agent training program, the primary threats we trained to stop were single-shooter-type attacks, such as the attempted assassination of President Ronald Reagan. The response to an attack such as the Reagan shooting, and the corresponding training that accompanies it, are far different from the response to a weaponized drone flying directly into a presidential motorcade. The simplest example of this is weapons technology. The weapons most effective in suppressing a rapid-fire, single-person, handgun-based attack such as the Reagan shooting are not the same weapons that would be effective against an organized terrorist team’s assault on the White House grounds using mortars, explosives, and automatic rifles. 

			I know many of you reading this book may be wondering, “Why give the bad guys any ideas by writing about security problems?” That’s both a fair and an appropriate question, but I assure you, the “bad guys” already have these ideas, and worse, would carry them out tomorrow if the logistics involved with planning an attack on the White House were easier. But logistics can be figured out as long as the motivation to attack remains intact. And terrorism shows no signs of abating. Terrorist planners will find a way to acquire the technology, the weapons, the explosives, and the know-how to eventually make an attempt on the life of the president of the United States. The real question we should ALL be asking is, “What the hell are we going to do about it?”

			





PART 1

			WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE SECRET SERVICE

			





1

			The Special Agent Mess

			When large organizations experience systemic failures, these failures can be either top-down failures, driven by poor management decisions, or a bottom-up phenomenon, where the management’s strategic plan was a good one, but the execution by the employees fails. Unfortunately, the special-agent side of the Secret Service has seen its share of both types of failures. But the critical problems facing the Secret Service special agent side today are primarily due to sclerotic management, obsessed with the “old way” of doing things. Secret Service headquarters–based upper management is dangerously risk-averse and nonresponsive to the evolving threat environment Secret Service special agents face. Combine this with the endless zeal by Secret Service management to expand the mission of the Secret Service, despite insufficient manpower and training to do so, and we have an agency on the verge of collapse. 

			When I joined the Secret Service in 1999, the dreaded Y2K crisis was on everyone’s mind, and the agency had just completed a successful security operation for the visit of Pope John Paul II to the United States. Morale was universally high, and job complaints were few. Being a Secret Service agent in 1999 carried with it an unmistakable swagger. The agency had long since recovered from the multiple assassination attempts on Gerald Ford by Lynette “Squeaky” Fromme and Sara Jane Moore, and the shooting of Ronald Reagan by John Hinckley Jr., and the Secret Service was riding a successful, nearly two-decade-long streak of relatively scandal-free operations
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