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Personnel losses and
other problems make
the Secret Services job
tougher than ever

BY CHITRA RAGAVAN

n a warm summer night last year, a
19-year-old woman sat in a crowded
bar, engaged in a rite of passage fa-
miliar to countless college-age
teens: persuading a bartender to
break the law and sell her a drink. This was no
ordinary teenager, though. She was Jenna
Bush, the daughter of President George W.
and first lady Laura Bush. The bartender was
amenable to serving the young woman—until
he spotted two agents from her Secret Service
detail. Nervous, he approached the agents and
asked what he should do. Use your best judg-
ment, the agents shrugged. The bartender
promptly asked Jenna Bush to leave. She was
furious. A Secret Service agent familiar with
the incident told U.S. News that Jenna berated
her agents, then fled the bar into a dark alley.
Sources say one of the agents chased Jenna,
and she taunted him. “You know if anything
happens to me,” she said, “my dad would have
your ass.”
Not quite. After she called her father to
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ON THE JOB. Members
of the president’s
security detail
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CALLING THE SHOTS. A presidential pat on the back for
Secret Service Director Brian Stafford. Ahove, a uniformed
Secret Service officer outside the White House September 11.
The agency is suffering from a continued loss of personnel.

complain about the incident, which is still widely recounted
among agents, President Bush declined to side with Jenna.
Laura Bush, however, was concerned about what Jenna and
her twin sister, Barbara, view as repeated intrusions into their
privacy. As a result, sources say, agents assigned to the pro-
tective details of the Bush twins have been ordered to pull back
from traditional methods of coverage. Many agents say they re-
gard this as a serious security risk. “They have no concept,” says
one source who has protected members of the Bush family.
“...They act like they don’t have any concept of world
events and how vulnerable they are or can be.”
Protecting the lives of families of top government
officials has never been easy. By the same token, living under
the controlling, intrusive, often overbearing, and seemingly om-
nipotent presence of agents can be stifling for political lead-
ers and their families, especially for children. Presidents do what
they can to strike a balance between protecting themselves and
their families by acceding to the demands of agents, at the same
time fighting for the right to have some semblance of a normal
life. Some family members unused to the constant presence of
armed law enforcement officers seek restrictions on agents’
activities and guarantees of privacy. Others, more hostile, rebel
and try to give their minders the slip, as Jenna’s sister, Barbara,
has done. Last April, Barbara’s agents were lampooned by the
Yale University magazine Rumpus after the car she was in sped
through an E-ZPass lane as Barbara and her friends drove from
New Haven, Conn., to a World Wrestling Federation match in
New York. Members of her security detail had to wait in the toll
lane on a bridge into Manhattan, then weave through traffic
at high speeds to catch up. In Texas, Jenna evaded her Secret
Service agents following class last fall, after the September 11
attacks, sources say. When she finally surfaced after several
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hours, a supervisor on her protective detail lectured the young
woman and warned against repeating such behavior.

The Bush twins aren’t alone. Secret Service sources tell U.S.
News that shortly after 9/11, President Bush sought expand-
ed coverage for other Bush family members through an exec-
utive order. But this June, President Bush changed his mind
and ordered the Secret Service to discontinue the security de-
tails he had authorized for several family members. “They are
dictating coverage,” says a Secret Service agent. “And what’s
worse is we're letting them.”

“Protective methodology.” After September 11, Se-
cret Service executives made significant additions to
President Bush’s security arrangements. But some agents worry
that Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, with its vast, open spaces,
poses serious staffing and logistical challenges, difficulties that
give pause to even the toughest military-trained tactical teams
in the service. Providing security for its protectees in remote
locations like the president’s ranch is regarded as among the
most difficult challenges by Secret Service executives, agents,
and officers.

How to best guarantee the safety of the president, the vice
president, and their families is just one element of a larger de-
bate among line agents, uniformed officers, and Secret Service
executives about the agency’s changing role and responsibili-
ties. In the past year, Director Brian Stafford has implemented
abroad new security theory known as “protective methodology.”
Many agents and officers say this plan goes against the grain of
time-tested Secret Service methods and practices and could ex-
pose protectees and their bodyguards to possible attack by re-
ducing customary layers of protective “insulation.” The changes
include cutting the number of posts where agents and officers
stand guard, eliminating some technical assets like magne-
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The Secret Service,
by the numbers

Established in 1865 to combat 146
counterfeiting, the Secret Service began ir
protecting presidents in 1901. The agency’s
mission is now twofold: investigating
financial crimes and guarding the first
family, the vice-president and his family,
the White House and annexes, Treasury
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buildings, and foreign diplomatic
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; flood of departures from its Uniformed
Division has strained the Secret Service’s

protective missions.

Technical, support,
and administrative:
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tometers, ballistic glass, and armored plating, and withdraw-
ing Counter Sniper, Counter Surveillance, Counter Assault, and
other tactical teams. “Basically, what we are doing now and what
we were trained to do are at different ends of the spectrum,”
says a veteran agent. “It doesn’t make sense.”

Director Stafford declined to respond to an interview request.
Paul Irving, who heads the Office of Government Liaison and Pub-
lic Affairs, also failed to reply to a detailed list of questions for
this article. A senior White House official who works closely
with the Secret Service said he believes the service is doing a
“terrific” job protecting President Bush and other top government
officials and their families. Scott McClellan, a White House
spokesman, also declined to respond to specific questions, say-
ing, “We do not discuss security issues. The president and Mrs.
Bush are grateful and appreciative for the outstanding job the
Secret Service does in protecting the first family and others.”

Traditionally, the Secret Service has relied on a guarantee of
360-degree coverage of its protectees. The approach calls for a
team of agents enveloping the person under protection in a kind
of moving box, covering him or her from all angles. The new
protective methodology, by contrast, is based on an evaluation
of “threat assessments,” calculating different levels of risk con-
fronting protectees like the vice president, his wife, and their
children, the president’s children, and the first lady. Using cur-
rent intelligence information and historic precedents like past
assassination attempts, Secret Service executives determine
how many agents and what kinds of special teams and capa-
bilities to assign individual protectees. For instance, vice pres-
idents have been considered a relatively low assassination risk.
Vice President Cheney, as a result, under the protective method-
ology approach, like other VPs, has received fewer assets and
tactical support teams than the president.
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Some Secret Service agents say that a protective theory based
so heavily on intelligence analysis may be dangerously flawed,
especially in light of the intelligence failures that occurred prior
to the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center and
the Pentagon. These individuals say that Secret Service execu-
tives have sometimes ignored or discounted security recom-
mendations more heavily weighted to intelligence analysis, de-
spite the fact that such analysis has been so heavily emphasized
by Director Stafford and other proponents of the protective-
methodology theory. Shortly after September 11, Cheney’s se-
curity was beefed up. Then in December, Stafford and his
deputy, Danny Spriggs, met with Secret Service agents and Uni-
formed Division officers at the Naval Observatory, Cheney’s of-
ficial residence. Sources say the meeting was intended as a
morale booster. Stafford told the agents and officers that though
they were not assigned to the elite presidential protective detail,
they were doing a vitally important job. Intelligence analysts
rated Cheney as a higher security risk than President Bush,
Stafford continued, because of his having served as the first Pres-
ident Bush’s secretary of defense during the Persian Gulf War a
decade ago. The war, and the presence of thousands of Amer-
ican troops in Saudi Arabia before, during and after it, have been
cited as a principal source of grievance by Osama bin Laden and
others in his al Qaeda terrorist organization. Shortly after the
meeting, however, several sources tell U.S. News, Secret Service
executives reduced the level of Cheney’s protection. “You say this
guy is the biggest threat? They started cutting,” says one former
officer. “They were short of manpower for the Olympics. They
cut posts everywhere.” By Christmas, several Secret Service of-
ficials say, the special Counter Assault, Counter Sniper, and
Emergency Response teams assigned to Cheney immediately
after September 11 were phased out. For months, the Secret Ser-
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