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The Central Alabama Veterans Health Care
System is not some Olympian entity operating on
its own funds without obligation to anyone else. It
is a public agency operated with public funds,
yet its management appears determined to keep
the public from knowing anything about the
problems at CAVHCS.

What other conclusion can we draw? CAVHCS
routinely addresses inquiries — straightforward,
legitimate questions — from the Advertiser with
batches of bureaucratic boilerplate that really
say nothing, or with responses that aren’t respon-
sive to the actual question, or with no response at
all.

There’s nothing unreasonable or tricky about
the questions. They are the sort of questions that
obviously arise from the scandalous conduct that
has been revealed. They deal with matters of
undeniable public concern.

Nevertheless, getting a straight answer —
sometimes any answer — out of CAVHCS can be
difficult at best and often impossible. Even the
pursuit of brief telephone interviews with the
officials identified as responsible for trying to
correct the problems in the system has become a
seemingly endless cycle of request and rejec-
tion.

For more than two weeks, the Advertiser has
made repeated requests for interviews with
Charles Sepich, regional director of the VA
Southeast Network and the official responsible
for investigating CAVHCS, and with Robin Jack-
son, acting director of the system — to no avail.

We understand these are busy people, but we
aren’t asking to spend the day with them. We’re
talking about 10 minutes on the telephone.

Wouldn’t officials who truly cared about being
responsive to the taxpayers who pay their sala-
ries and for the operations of their agency be
able to work something out? Wouldn’t they un-
derstand the wisdom of openly answering ques-
tions about the work they do at public expense?

We are not alone in these concerns. U.S. Rep.
Martha Roby, R-Montgomery, cited the local and
regional administrators’ lack of communication
with the public in a letter to the secretary of
Veterans Affairs. Roby is calling for senior offi-
cials in Washington to oversee reforms in
CAVHCS. Given its “culture of complacency and
cronyism,” Roby said, she lacks confidence in
the ability of regional managers to implement
the needed reforms.

The plain fact is, the taxpayers deserve to
know what’s going on now, as well as what has
happened previously and what the consequences
were for those involved. The veterans the system
was created to serve deserve clear and candid
communication as well. If it takes the involve-
ment of top-level personnel from Secretary Rob-
ert McDonald’s office to bring that about, then
send them this way, Mr. Secretary.
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CAVHCS
insults
public

Thanks, Obama.
It has become a routine,

sarcastic response to pretty
much any problem plaguing
the world today.

TV’s out? Thanks, Obama.
Raining on the weekend?

Thanks, Obama.
Only one of 37 checkout

lines open at Walmart?
Thanks, Obama.

The sarcasm works so well
because blaming President
Barack Obama for pretty
much anything that occurs
anywhere in the world has
become commonplace for
conservatives. And it has
reached absurd levels of late.

For evidence of this, I give
you our Rep. Martha Roby,
who has figured out a way to
blame Obama for pretty much
all Islamic terrorism, terrorist
attacks in North Africa, Rus-
sia’s invasion of Crimea and
illegal immigration.

Thanks, Obama.
Roby isn’t alone in this.

Pick a conservative and that
conservative has likely been
on TV or radio lately painting
Obama as a weak, groveling
imbecile who doesn’t under-
stand that America’s foreign

policy should be giant middle
finger to all Muslim-y nations.

To be honest, I have trouble
keeping up with which car-
icature of Obama is destroy-
ing America from one day to
the next.

I mean, is it the weak Oba-
ma who’s afraid to act, doesn’t
want to kill Muslims (probably
because he is one — wink) and
doesn’t talk tough enough?

Or is it the tyrant Obama
who keeps dropping bombs on
everything in sight, keeps
bragging about his kill list and
keeps using drones too much?

By the way, that weak Oba-
ma is a bit of a tough sell,
considering he gave the cap-

ture/kill order to go after Osa-
ma bin Laden in a foreign
country, a few miles from a
foreign military base and
without alerting that country.
And when that country found
out and was ticked, Obama’s
reply was basically: Pfft.

But those are just facts and
whatnot. And they certainly
don’t stop people like Roby
from saying things like this:
“The rise of Islamic fascism is
not a random occurrence.
Rather, (it is) the result of the
inconsistent, incoherent mes-
sages we’ve been sending
abroad.”

Roby, of course, is refer-
encing the terror group Islam-
ic State in Iraq and Syria, or
ISIS. And she has not-so-deftly
managed to tie the emergence
of ISIS to Obama.

Thanks, Obama.
But if I might interject for

just a moment into this conser-
vative fairytale of a global
utopia that was upset six years
ago when the black guy took
office, I’m going to tell you
another story. This one takes
place in a time long ago — a
decade known as the 2000s —
and in a land far away — Iraq.

There was this American
president back then — we’ll
call him George — who found
himself in a conflict with an-
other terrorist group, which
we’ll call al-Qaeda. George
had engaged American troops
in a battle with al-Qaeda and
the troops were doing quite
well.

Then, out of the blue,
George decided to demon-
strate some good ol’ American
strength by invading Iraq for
one of these reasons: WMDs,
9-11, democracy-spreadin’, just
‘cause.

In George’s haste to get
American troops into Iraq and
show off our strength, he for-
got a few things, like armor
and sealing off the borders
and researching the centuries
of holy wars that had taken
place between different Islam-
ic denominations. So, as Islam-
ic extremists and al-Qaeda
streamed across the border,
using the U.S. invasion and
long-running religious dis-
putes as recruiting tools, al-
Qaeda in Iraq was born some-
time after 2003.

That group quickly grew,
and an offshoot — a barbaric,

evil group that even al-Qaeda
leaders tried to rein in at
times — was formed inside
Iraq. That group eventually
became known as ISIS. As
unrest spread through the
region, ISIS recruited better
than Nick Saban, taking in
seemingly every ruthless Is-
lamic killer in the world.

That’s what acting hastily
gets you. You wind up with
4,000 dead Americans, 100,000
dead Iraqi citizens, two thriv-
ing terrorist organizations and
a gigantic holy war.

So, yeah, Obama has taken
a cautious approach to dealing
with the threats we face and
the global issues that have
popped up. He has sought to
engage our allies so America
isn’t standing alone, incurring
all the loss for solving prob-
lems that affect every nation.
He is weighing all options and
making sure there’s a clear
understanding of the risks and
rewards before putting Amer-
ican lives at risk.

We’ve seen the results of
doing the opposite.

So, genuinely, for not giving
into raw emotion and political
pressure: Thanks, Obama. 

Why we really should be saying ‘Thanks, Obama’
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As I prepare to step down as
director after 17 ½ years on Oct. 1,
I thought it would be informative
for me to update the public about
the status of their Ethics Commis-
sion.

When I arrived in 1997, I found
a commission with sincere, com-
mitted and diverse commissioners.
I also found a capable and dedicat-
ed staff. We also had a recently
revised ethics statute in need of
interpretation and implementa-
tion. Beyond that, we faced many
deficiencies.

The new statute, which con-
tained many strong provisions and
newly added sections, like a re-
volving-door provision and whis-
tleblower protection, had very
liberal provisions for hospitality
and entertainment for public offi-
cials and employees and did not
provide subpoena power to the
commission.

Salary and benefit costs, as well
as other fixed expenses, made up

almost 90 percent of our operating
budget and left little money for
actually carrying out the responsi-
bilities with which we were
charged. Our computers were a
hodgepodge of hand-me-downs
from other departments and agen-
cies which were outdated when we
received them. We only had three
investigators to look into the 300
or so complaints we had filed with
us statewide each year. Our cler-
ical staff was handling 500,000
pages of paper each year, much as
it would have been done 50 years
ago.

The first years were dedicated
to the interpretation and imple-
mentation of the 1995 revisions to
our law. Over the subsequent
years, we began to identify areas
of the law which were problematic
and in need of revision. As the list
grew, I began to refer to it as our
“wish list.” In time our wish list
contained 10 items that the com-
mission felt were necessary to

strengthen and improve the law.
We began to shop our list

around with some allies in the
Legislature and when the session
began we would have one or two of
these proposals introduced. We
rarely got a bill beyond passage in
one house and then it would die in
the other. This pattern repeated
many times over the years, but we
never gave up or lost hope. We
knew we had both detractors and
enemies in the Legislature, but we
always had the support of the pub-
lic and the press.

In the mid-years of my tenure
here, the Ethics Commission faced
its biggest challenge. From 1997
through 2003, our staff of 17 em-
ployees had fallen to 13 due to
attrition caused by flat or reduced
General Fund budgets. In 2004, we
were hit with a budget reduction
of $181,000 and I was forced to lay
off five of our employees in a sin-
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Ethics Commission has
grown stronger over time
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