
Presidential
dogfight

WASHINGTON — I take a back seat to
no one when it comes to loving dogs.
For that matter, my dog takes a back

seat to no one.
Ollie rides shotgun.
Thus, the story of Seamus, the Romneys’ dog

who famously rode atop the family car in a
crate en route to vacation (to Ontario, Canada,
12 hours away) — and suffered acute gastroin-
testinal inconvenience requiring a mid-trip
hose-down — has caused me considerable dis-
tress. I know Mitt and Ann Romney to be lovely
people who undoubtedly adored their dog, but
how does one make this event seem less awful?

By way of furthering my own credentials,
Ollie is a five-pound, 10-year-old blind poodle I
adopted from a shelter two and a half years
ago following a dinner party where I was, as we
Southerners say, “overserved.” For elaboration,
you’ll have to wait for the book, but suffice to
say, Ollie was born blind and his original hu-
mans, who bought him at a pet store, dropped
him off at the shelter, reportedly, because they
were tired of him.

I am his seeing-eye human — and where I
go, Ollie goes. Not all is snails and puppy-dog
tails, I confess. He can sometimes be ob-
streperous when he is “lost in space.” That is,
disoriented and unable to find me the instant
his poodle brain registers that he is not, in
fact, nestled in the crook of my elbow, a pre-
ferred spot that has resulted in a rather
dogged case of “Poodle Elbow.”

Yet, under no circumstances imaginable
would my pooch be relegated to the top of a
car, no matter how fancy the crate. Car too
small? Get a bigger one — or a smaller dog.
Not enough room for five boys and an Irish set-
ter? Leave one of the kids at home. Kidding,
kidding.

I’ve held my tongue all these months for sev-
eral reasons, not least because Gail Collins of
The New York Times had a Doberman’s grip on
the subject and wouldn’t let go. Once a colum-
nist takes ownership of a subject, as Collins
did by mentioning Seamus more than 30 times
at last count, other wags surrender the terri-

tory. Consider it an unwritten law of the sand-
lot.

But now President Obama has crossed into
dog territory. Ever since the Obama campaign
implicitly put Seamus into play, Romney’s fam-
ily vacation has become a dogfight of a differ-
ent order. And really, why wouldn’t dogs
become a metaphor for this political race? Has
there ever been so much circling the hydrant?

Obama, as the entire world knows, has a dog
named Bo, whose addition to the first family
was a promise kept to his daughters upon win-
ning the presidency. Needless to say, Bo has
never been crated on the roof of a car. When
he travels, he doesn’t even have to make sure
his seat back and tray table are in the upright
position. Presumably, Seamus, whose infamous
vacation took place in 1983, would have en-
joyed better travel accommodations as First
Dog.

As timing would have it, Seamus is now a
metaphor for the characteristics Romney crit-
ics find unappealing — out of touch, lacking in
compassion, pragmatic to a fault. Who puts his
dog on top of a car speeding down the high-
way? Will HUD be next?

By contrast, in a photo now in circulation,
Obama is shown extending an outstretched
hand to an eager Bo. The president is
crouched down at dog level, balancing on his

toes with his jacket slung over a shoulder, and
smiling. Unlike Romney, by implication,
Obama is friendly, approachable and at one in
bow-wowness.

Pet owners have noticed. A Facebook page
created by the president’s campaign, “Pet
Lovers for Obama,” gives animal lovers a place
to show their pets’ support for the
Obama/Biden ticket. Members of the group
“Dogs Against Romney” have staged protests.
Stand by for more canine chicanery.

When national issues are so complex, such
distilled calculations may provide political re-
lief, but is this really the way to pick a presi-
dent? In defense of their dog policy, Ann
Romney recently told ABC’s Diane Sawyer that
Seamus liked riding in the crate because he
understood that it meant he was going on va-
cation. Mitt Romney, who said attacks about
Seamus have been the most “wounding” of the
campaign, also said he wouldn’t put Seamus in
a crate again.

Which leaves voters with two choices: For-
give Romney, as surely Seamus did. Or, con-
demn a man with a knack for economic
recovery for his flip-flopping just this one last
doggone time.

Kathleen Parker’s email address is kath-
leenparker@washpost.com.
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When work
is a family

matter
CHICAGO — Last week, the

U.S. Department of Home-
land Security sent out an un-

usually cheerful
press release:
"Border Patrol
Academy Grad-
uates 1000th
Class."

Forty-five
newbies got
through the
Border Patrol
Academy at the
Federal Law
Enforcement
Training Center in Artesia, N.M., one
of the most rigorous federal law en-
forcement academies in the nation.
It has graduated nearly 41,000 stu-
dents — after months of coursework
in marksmanship and horsemanship,
studying immigration, customs and
drug laws, plus firearm and physical
training — since offering its first ses-
sion in 1934 in El Paso, Texas.

At the ceremony, Homeland Secu-
rity Secretary Janet Napolitano said,
“Today, we have the largest, best
trained and best equipped Border
Patrol we’ve had at any time in our
nation’s history, and I’m proud of all
the brave men and women who dedi-
cate themselves to this important
work.”

More than a third of those brave
men and women employed by the
agency are Hispanic. And imagine
the minefield a Hispanic employee of
DHS has to walk through when at-
tending family get-togethers where
someone might give you the evil eye
— or a full-on tongue-lashing — for
working for “la migra.”

Over the years, I’ve interviewed
Hispanic Border Patrol and Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement
agents, immigration detention facil-
ity officers and related agency
spokespersons. They’ve all smiled —
broadly, ruefully — when asked
“What’s it like being Hispanic in your
line of work? What does your family
say? How do you respond to the in-
evitable ‘how could you?’”

Answers range from “we don’t talk
about it” to “they’re OK with it —
mostly,” and “I don’t care about those
who call me a sellout or a traitor.”
Usually they have at least one horror
story about a relative who refuses to
be in the same room with them at
holiday parties — sometimes their
relatives are immigrant activists.
Many describe how they change the
subject when someone tries bringing
up contentious immigration-related
subjects. Most say it’s “usually not a
problem.”

A few months ago, I had the oppor-
tunity to ask a graduate of FLETC
about how he deals with the emo-
tionally thorny issue with family and
friends. He told me that sometimes
people bug their eyes out when they
learn that anyone of Hispanic de-
scent could work at an agency that
has become synonymous with deport-
ing Latin American immigrants, but
that DHS is a great place to build a
career.

The agency certainly provides lots
of opportunities. According to DHS’
Equal Employment Opportunity Pro-
gram Status Report for fiscal year
2010, Hispanics were the largest mi-
nority group of employees, represent-
ing 19 percent of the workforce —
compared to Hispanics’ 15 percent
share of the civilian labor force. In
U.S. Customs and Border Protection,
Hispanics represent 35.8 percent of
the total workforce.

For all the flack that DHS gets
from immigrant and Hispanic advo-
cacy groups, it is undeniable that the
department provides good-paying
professional jobs for Hispanics. All
controversy aside, many of them get
hired on without a high school
diploma or college degree — Border
Patrol, for instance, is one of the few
large law enforcement agencies that
don’t require them. That’s quite a
bridge to the American dream.

So congratulations to the 1,000th
graduating class of the Border Patrol
Academy. May your work be fulfilling,
your careers exemplary — and may
your family leave politics out of the
potlucks and the fiestas.

Esther Cepeda’s email address is
estherjcepeda@washpost.com.
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WASHINGTON — Before we get to
the dancing penises at the National
Institutes of Health, let’s begin our

discussion with the Secret Service agents’
dalliance with prostitutes in Cartagena,
Colombia.

“We’re representing
the people of the United
States,” President
Obama said Sunday
when asked about the
agents and military per-
sonnel who, after a
night of heavy drinking,
reportedly procured
prostitutes at a strip
club called the Pley
Club. “And when we
travel to another country I expect us to ob-
serve the highest standards.”

But the president has it exactly backward.
It is precisely when federal workers go abroad
that they should hold themselves to the low-
est standards. We are, after all, the land of
Paris Hilton, Lindsay Lohan and Snooki. De-
bauchery is an American specialty. The presi-
dent should be promoting the export of our
culture.

I realize that some party poopers will not
share my delight at the Secret Service becom-
ing a double entendre. But at the very least,
this scandal, like the General Services Admin-
istration’s spending spree in Las Vegas,
should serve to refute claims that the federal
workforce is out of touch with everyday Amer-
icans. As it turns out, some federal workers
reflect our culture all too well.

Maybe we should stop blaming the feds for
being like the rest of us — it’s hardly surpris-
ing that bad actors and buffoons find their
way into the public sector as well as the pri-
vate — and think of other lessons to draw
from the scandal, such as possible recruit-
ment tools: Work for the government and get
a complimentary upgrade to a hot-tub suite?
Join the Secret Service and be a playuh at the
Pley Club? Surely the GSA, a sleepy backwa-
ter of the government responsible for prop-
erty, would raise its profile if it changed its
name to the Garish Soiree Administration or
the Grandiose Shindig Agency.

At some level, Americans embrace the no-
tion that their officials act like them. Also in
Colombia, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
and a dozen female aides went after midnight
to a nightclub, where cameras caught the na-

tion’s top diplomat swigging a beer — from
the bottle! — and dancing. The wet blankets
at Britain’s Telegraph newspaper asked
whether Clinton is “becoming an embarrass-
ment.”

Americans clearly don’t think so. Photos of
the episode have gone viral, the reviews in
the U.S. press have been good, and the night-
club story has added to buzz about Clinton’s
2016 prospects.

The reviews were less favorable of the
GSA’s boozy outing in Vegas, where federal
workers treated themselves to a clown show,
a mind reader, souvenir medallions and $19-a-
head “artisanal cheese.” Denouncing the GSA
at a congressional hearing Tuesday morning,
Rep. John Mica, R-Fla., stuck between “lav-
ish” and “outlandish” to describe the excess,
accused the GSA of having an “outlavish” con-
vention.

Mica complained that Jeffrey Neely, the
GSA official responsible for the soiree, didn’t
show up for the hearing. “I guess the only way
we’ll get to see him is on a video in the hot
tub,” the congressman grumbled.

Nobody’s excusing Neely, and there’s no evi-
dence that $75,000 bicycle-building exercises
are standard at government conferences, but
lawmakers might pause the outrage long
enough to think about how they have con-
tributed to the culture that made Neely.

These are grim times for federal workers,
with pay freezes and the prospect of massive
cutbacks at year-end. No wonder a few people
would get the idea, as Neely wrote in an
email: “Why not enjoy it while we have it and
while we can? Ain’t going to last forever.”

Apparently, Neely isn’t the only one who
thinks this way. While I sat at one of the
House hearings on the GSA this week, a
woman from the Traditional Values Coalition
distributed news releases with an alarming
revelation:

“The $800,000 of waste found on a Las
Vegas conference pales in comparison to the
funding of government porn, dancing penises,
gay circuit parties, the study of 14-year-old
prostitutes in China, collecting and reading
the sex diaries of teenage boys. ... What Na-
tional Institutes of Health is spending money
on would make a Vegas showgirl blush.”

It made me blush to think what sort of NIH
parties involve dancing genitals. I called An-
drea Lafferty, the conservative group’s presi-
dent, to inquire. “We will be releasing it
shortly,” she said, with “some pictures.”

Next, I called the NIH. “Sorry, but we just
can’t figure out what TVC is referencing with
‘dancing penises,’” spokeswoman Renate
Myles responded.

Could it be a coverup of the dancing
penises?

Come to think of it, maybe that’s not a bad
thing.

Dana Milbank’s email address is danamil-
bank@washpost.com.
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Debauchery:
An American specialty


