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If a Russian-born IT
specialist with longstand-
ing ties to former Republi-
can National Committee
chair Reince Priebus was
arrested by the FBI trying

to board a flight to Moscow after wiring
hundreds of thousands of dollars
abroad on a false pretense while leav-
ing a trail of destroyed hard drives in
his wake, it would be the subject of ban-
ner headlines and 24/7 speculation on
cable TV.

Instead we have the case of Imran
Awan, a Pakistani IT specialist hired by
then-Democratic National Committee
head Debbie Wasserman Shultz, picked
up by the Feds under similar circum-
stances to a collective yawn from the
mainstream press. Awan’s defense at-
torney, Clinton-connected Chris Gow-
an, blames the whole thing on Islamo-
phobia. 

Wasserman Shultz’s office also
played the bias card, saying the investi-
gation raises “troubling concerns about
… potential ethnic and religious profil-
ing.” Others aver that making anything
more of this case than bank fraud is an
exercise in fake news.

True, there is a strong tendency
these days to pass off rank speculation
as fact, such as when Hillary Clinton
made the evidence-free claim that 1,000
Russian agents had been working in the
U.S. to bring about her political demise.
So let’s stick to what we know.

We have an extremely highly-paid
information technology technician and
several of his family members working
for many years with leading Congres-
sional Democrats, including some on
the House Permanent Select Commit-
tee on Intelligence. They collectively
pulled down millions of dollars since
the early 2000s.

Awan’s main employer was the head
of the DNC at the time of a major com-
puter security breach. Awan and his
family were involved in a series of
sketchy financial transactions, and
have been implicated in misuse of the
data to which they had access, which in-
cludes personal emails and even the
possibility of classified information.

In February 2017, members of the
Awan ring were named by House secu-
rity services as suspects in a criminal
investigation involving “serious, poten-
tially illegal, violations on the House IT

network.” 
At this time, Awan’s wife Alvi left the

country carrying $12,400 in cash, after
Imran wired $283,000 to Pakistan pre-
tending to be Alvi. In the course of the
criminal investigation, a laptop com-
puter was discovered hidden in the
Rayburn House Office Building along
with other stolen IT equipment, and
Wasserman Shultz personally threat-
ened the chief of the U.S. Capitol Police
with “consequences” if it was exam-
ined.

If this is just a case about alleged fi-
nancial crime, insurance fraud, no-
show jobs, home loan violations, intimi-
dation and the like, then fine. Let justice
be done. But given the fact that Awan
and his family were at the center of the
Democratic IT world, you don’t have to
be an Islamophobe or a fake news ped-
dler to have some valid questions.

Don’t Democrats, who were Awan’s
potential victims, want to know what
happened? Couldn’t Awan be the source
of the DNC data breach, either directly,
or because someone — even Russians —
stole information or passwords from
him? Was classified information from
the House Intelligence Committee com-

promised, sent overseas, or shared with
a foreign intelligence service or terror-
ist group? Was Awan colluding with
anyone outside his family?

Why wouldn’t Wasserman Shultz, the
most prominent victim of the DNC data
breach, who lost her high-profile job be-
cause of it, want to get to the bottom of
this? Why did she keep this sketchy in-
dividual on her payroll long after his
pattern of suspicious behavior was evi-
dent? Why did she threaten unstated
“consequences” for not returning a lap-
top Awan had hidden, instead of encour-
aging the criminal investigation?

There may be reasonable answers to
all these questions that have nothing to
do with the DNC data breach or sup-
posed Russian interference in the 2016
election. 

Or this may be the story of the centu-
ry that will exonerate the Trump cam-
paign.

James S. Robbins has taught at the
National Defense University and the
Marine Corps University and served as
a special assistant in the office of the
secretary of Defense in the George W.
Bush administration. Follow him on
Twitter, @James_Robbins.

MY TURN JAMES S. ROBBINS

We need answers in Dems’ IT drama
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I
’ve got three words for why using
public money to build a new spring
training stadium in Gilbert is a bad
idea: Big League Dreams.

We were promised great returns
on taxpayers’ $40 million invest-
ment: Retail. Office. Lots of out-of-

town visitors. But none of that materi-
alized around the ballpark, which now
is closed amid a nasty lawsuit over re-
pairs.

I know. Part of the problem with Big
League Dreams was the terrible deal
the town made with its operators. Basi-
cally, taxpayers got shafted.

And yes, the Cactus League is far
more proven to draw out-of-town visi-
tors than the amateur tournaments Big
League Dreams support. There’s no
question that month of Major League
Baseball is an important economic en-
gine for the Valley.

But moving the Milwaukee Brewers’
stadium from Maryvale to Gilbert
doesn’t bring us any new revenue. It
just moves it from one city to the other
—with a huge capital investment to pay
off in the meantime.

The Brewers may be willing to put
$20 million toward the project, but the
town may still be asked to come up with

$70 million, according to reporting
from The Republic‘s Jessica Boehm. 

The town estimates it could be on the
hook for $8 million to $10 million a year,
including debt payments and mainte-

nance costs. But the stadium would only
generate about $4 million a year.

Yes, the surrounding development
could generate additional indirect
spending for the town. LGE Design

Build argues that could make the in-
vestment worth it for Gilbert. And they
do have a track record of producing
nice stuff in town, including the down-
town Heritage Marketplace develop-
ment.

But let’s not overplay its potential
impact. A stadium would take up a lot of
acreage in an area that’s already
primed to attract retail and office pro-
jects. I’m betting the site at Germann
and Lindsay roads would produce a lot
more revenue for the town if it devel-
oped sans stadium, particularly if state
officials sign off on the town’s request
to build a freeway interchange there.

A study the town commissioned
from Applied Economics offers similar
caution, noting “the cost of investing in
the stadium versus the value of the
mixed-use development may not be jus-
tifiable.”

There are just enough red flags to
say this isn’t the best idea for Gilbert,
and as a taxpayer, I’d rather my money
go toward surer bets.

Reach Allhands at joanna.all
hands@arizonarepublic.com.

JOANNA ALLHANDS
DIGITAL EDITOR

Gilbert, don’t fall for that stadium-building spiel (again)

KARLA TOWLE/THE REPUBLIC

Big League Dreams sports park in Gilbert should be reason enough to not use public money to
build a new spring training stadium, writes Joanna Allhands.

eral found lengthy wait times for care
had contributed to the death of veter-
ans, the VA remains plagued by untime-
ly care. As of August 2015, there were
still some 22,000 patients waiting for an
appointment at the Phoenix VA. Of
those, nearly 5,000 veterans had been
waiting for more than 30 days to see a
provider.

Tragically, in 2015, 215 patients died
with VA appointments pending, and the
VA inspector general found that un-
timely care at the Phoenix VA may have
contributed to the death of at least one
veteran. 

These facts lead to tough questions:
Why is the federal government spend-
ing huge amounts of taxpayer dollars to
fund private union activity? At a time
when men and women in uniform are re-
turning home from service, why is the
VA sending health-care professionals
who were hired to care for them to a
union desk rather than a hospital bed? 

This mistreatment of veterans and
abuse of taxpayer resources need to
end.

Today, nearly three
years after a scandal at the
Department of Veterans’
Affairs revealed stagger-
ing wait times for care, we
still have veterans being
forced to wait far too long
for critical care.

Meanwhile, an arcane
practice within the federal
government, known as “of-
ficial time,” allows those

VA employees entrusted with the care
of veterans to spend their time on the
clock working for unions instead of the
jobs taxpayers pay them to do.

In fact, a report by the U.S. Govern-
ment Accountability Office found that
federal employees were paid with tax-
payer dollars for over one million hours
of exclusively union work during the
2015 fiscal year. Even as veterans in Ari-
zona were forced to wait up to 300 days
for critical appointments to receive
care.

For veterans in need of urgent med-
ical care, the misuse of public resources

presented by “official time” can create
life-or-death situations. 

The same GAO review showed that,
in addition to the hundreds of thousands
of part-time hours dedicated to official
time, the VA paid and is likely still pay-
ing more than 340 salaried employees to
perform full-time union work. These
employees include nurses, mental-
health providers, and other health-care
professionals — people who are key to
caring for veterans. 

According to the Office of Personnel
Management, the VA spent nearly $50
million on official time during fiscal
year 2014, the most recent year for
which data is available. 

Official time across the federal gov-
ernment costs taxpayers more than
$162 million every year. With our stag-
gering $20 trillion in debt, we would like
to completely eliminate paid union time,
but beginning with an agency as crucial
as the VA seems a good place to start. 

Veterans are waiting — and, in some
cases, dying in the process — for care.
Three years after the VA inspector gen-

The Serve Veterans First Act does
that. Working together we have crafted
legislation prohibiting the use of offi-
cial time until the VA can certify veter-
ans are receiving timely care. 

The legislation requires that the VA
inspector general — an independent
watchdog agency— determine no veter-
an has waited for care for more than 30
days before any VA employee can use
official time for union activities. 

Veterans have delivered on the
promises they made to us. Now it’s our
turn deliver on the promises we made to
them. 

By ensuring that the VA uses taxpay-
er funds for patient care rather than pri-
vate union activities, we can remind
those who seem to have forgotten that
the VA exists to serve veterans and their
families, not unions. 

Jeff Flake is a Republican U.S. sena-
tor from Arizona. Follow him on Twitter,
@JeffFlake. Jon Riches is the director of
National Litigation at the Goldwater In-
stitute and a U.S. Navy Veteran. Email
him at jriches@goldwaterinstitute.org.
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Serve Veterans First Act will guarantee fast care before union work


