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New VA Secretary Needs To Crack down on Supervisors
who Reprise against Whistleblowers

By Captain Samuel F. Wright, JAGC, USN (Ret.)?
Update on Sam Wright

9.0—Miscellaneous

| am very pleased that my friend and former boss Robert Wilkie was recently confirmed by the
Senate and has taken office as the Secretary of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). |
worked for Mr. Wilkie for 18 months in 2006-07, when he was the Assistant Secretary of
Defense for Legislative Affairs and | was a civilian attorney in that office.

In Law Reviews 13040 (March 2013), 13055 (April 2013), 13123 (September 2013), 14097
(December 2014), 16108 (October 2016), 16109 (October 2016), and 17065 (June 2017), | have
reported and lamented that VA whistleblowers who have brought to light dirty and dangerous
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conditions at VA medical facilities and other abuses have been reprised against, instead of
honored for their courage in bringing these abuses to light. In Law Review 16108, | wrote:

A very serious problem at the VA is that supervisors try to “kill the messenger.” Instead of
taking whistleblowers seriously and acting expeditiously to correct the problems that
whistleblowers have brought to light, VA supervisors all too often try to retaliate against
the whistleblower, even trying to get the whistleblower fired. There will not be significant
improvements at the VA until supervisors learn to control the retaliatory instinct.

In Law Review 16109, | wrote:

Insiders (military personnel and federal civilian employees) have information about fraud,
waste, and abuse in federal agencies. It is only when those insiders have the courage to
bring this information to the attention of proper authorities (the Office of Special
Counsel, the agency’s Inspector General, or a Member of Congress, for example) that
action can be taken to mitigate the fraud, waste and abuse and to hold the wrongdoers
accountable.

Federal supervisors (especially at the VA) need to be taught and retaught that the proper
response to the whistleblower’s disclosure is to thank the whistleblower for his or her
courage in coming forward and then to act promptly to investigate the disclosure and to
correct any substantiated problems. Federal supervisors must not be permitted to reprise
against the brave men and women who risk their own careers to blow the whistle on
wrongdoing.

Based on my own military and civilian experience,? | am firmly convinced that protecting and
encouraging whistleblowers is vital in federal agencies. | urge Secretary Wilkie to establish a
firm policy of zero tolerance of reprisal against whistleblowers.
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