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Oklahoma Social Security Employees
Suffer Bedbugs, Air Quality Problems
Agency officials plan another effort to eradicate the pests this weekend,
but a union demands workers be relocated.
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early 50 employees at the Social Security Administration as
well as members of the public have been exposed to bedbugs
and poor air quality for almost a year and a half at a hearing
office in Tulsa, Okla., officials with a union representing administrative
law judges said this week.
Reports from the Health and Human Services Department and the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration both confirmed that
despite the fact that the Social Security hearing office, which is located
in a converted mall at 14002 E. 21st St. in Tulsa, is kept “clean and in
good repair,” the office continues to suffer from a nagging bedbug
infestation, as well as high levels of carbon dioxide related to the
building’s HVAC system.
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Last month, OSHA determined the problems constituted “unsafe and
unhealthful working conditions,” and gave the agency until Nov. 19 to abate the
violations. In a statement, Social Security Administration spokeswoman Nicole
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Tiggemann said the air quality issues were tied to “humidity/air flow issues during the
summer” and have been addressed. Tiggemann said the facility has been treated for
bedbugs again following a positive “canine alert” test last month.
But for employees at the facility, who have reported bedbugs as far back as July 2018,
that’s not enough. Association of Administrative Law Judges President Melissa McIntosh
said her organization is demanding that the agency move employees to another facility.
“Americans should not be exposed to bed bugs when they have a hearing to determine
whether or not they’ve been disabled,” she said. “It’s time to move the office. This is a
converted mall and, again, we acknowledge that they’ve tried to solve the problem, but
it’s not solved. There’s a point where you have to acknowledge that it isn’t working.”
In a statement, Tiggemann said the agency strongly disagrees with the union’s
“characterization of the Tulsa Hearing Office as ‘unsafe’ and ‘unhealthy,’” although that
language was established by OSHA, not the union. Tiggemann said the bedbug problem is
overstated.
“To date since June, in the Tulsa hearing office, only four bedbugs have been found in
traps in the office space,” she said. “During the most recent inspection in October, a
canine alerted but no actual bedbugs were found. Nevertheless, the space was treated as a
result of the canine reaction.”
McIntosh said bedbug infestations are far more disruptive than most other pests, and
employees and members of the public bear the brunt of it.
“Staff has taken them home,” she said. “It’s horrible, and very upsetting that they’ve
exposed their families to that. It’s very unfortunate, and costly to eliminate them . . . This
is a very serious matter that has impacted staff, judges and exposed American citizens,
and it needs resolution.”
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Bernie Sanders, Joe Biden and Elizabeth Warren debate in October in Ohio. JOHN MINCHILLO/AP
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Viewpoint: Voters Deserve to Know
How the 2020 Candidates Would
Really Govern
Presidents can’t wave a magic wand and make single-payer insurance
happen.
NORM ORNSTEIN, THE ATLANTIC | NOVEMBER 20, 2019
ON POLITICS

ELECTIONS

The next Democratic presidential debate happens Wednesday night in
Atlanta. Other than a slightly altered roster of candidates and an allfemale slate of moderators, we have no reason to believe that it will be
substantially different from the other debates. We can expect yet more
questions about single-payer health coverage versus a public option.
Elizabeth Warren’s rivals may be asked to dissect her version of
Medicare for All and her newly released financing plan for it.
Yet while polls show that health care is a top priority for voters, and
while the policy differences among the slew of Democratic presidential
candidates are meaningful, the moderators posing highly specific
questions about the issue at past debates have ignored something
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important: However coherent, complete, fiscally sustainable, or popular
the positions the candidates are taking on health reform—and on other
issues such as immigration, education, taxes, and more—presidents do

1

not get to wave magic wands and make their policies happen. They are
thrown into a governing process in which a president’s plan is almost
never enacted into law fully, if it is enacted at all. The legislative
process, in recent decades, has become even more toxic. But questions
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that press the candidates on how they would navigate through this
environment—and what they would do to reduce its toxicity—have been
conspicuously absent in every debate so far.
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Candidates’ résumés and policy proposals alone do not tell us how they
would govern. President Donald Trump, elected in part by those who
thought a businessman could run a government like a business, has
given new life to the term kakistocracy—the worst kind of government,
run by the worst kind of people. Both Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton
stumbled in their first year as president because they thought their
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experience as governor of a small state prepared them for the White
House. Neither established an effective personnel-management system
at the outset, and both left sizable gaps in their teams at levels below the
Cabinet that took years to remedy. Both mistakenly thought that dealing
with Congress would be similar to dealing with the Georgia or Arkansas
legislature; neither established a smooth process to run the White House
early on.
Whoever is elected president in 2020 will face similar challenges, but
also will have to deal with a tribalized and weaponized political process,
regardless of whether the new chief executive enjoys majorities in both
houses of Congress or control of the government is divided, as it is now
(and was for six of the eight years of Barack Obama’s presidency). A
president will have to contend with an obstacle course to get executive
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positions filled, much less judicial nominations, and will also face a
court system that itself is becoming more partisan and divided along
stark ideological grounds. The next president will have to deal with a

FEATURED EBOOKS

political system ever more skewed by the unrepresentative nature of the
House, the Senate, and the Electoral College; the role of big and dark
money; and the lack of voting access for large numbers of Americans,
partly as a result of voter-suppression efforts.
This is the frame in which voters need to evaluate candidates for
president. Whether Elizabeth Warren’s Medicare for All plan is
workable and fiscally sustainable means little if, as president, she faces
either a Republican Senate or one in which Democrats have a slender
majority—a majority that would include moderates and conservatives
such as Kyrsten Sinema and Joe Manchin. Ditto for Joe Biden, Pete
Buttigieg, Amy Klobuchar, and other candidates who have less radical
plans to reform the health-care system. Warren’s road map depends on a
huge expansion of the Medicare program, made free to millions and
done via budget reconciliation, which requires only 50 votes in the
Senate. But the reconciliation package would have to include a huge tax
package to pay for the immediate and long-term costs—something that
would be a very hard sell to the Manchins and Sinemas, among others.
One can be certain that, if Democrats win the White House, the
Republicans in Congress will fall back on the game plan they used for
2010 and 2014 with Obama as president: Vote in unison against
anything the president proposes or supports, and delegitimize and try to
undermine any policies that still get through and are enacted.
Debate moderators should ask the Democratic hopefuls questions like
these:
• How would you approach policy making if you face a
Republican Senate led by Mitch McConnell?
• If you have a Democratic majority in the House and a 51–49
majority in the Senate, how would you get your program
enacted? How would you handle the filibuster, which effectively
means that any significant legislative action requires 60 votes?
How would you persuade veteran senators who are leery of
eliminating the filibuster, such as Dianne Feinstein, to agree to a
change? And how much can you really achieve via
reconciliation—given that you would have trouble keeping all
your Democrats in line on certain votes?
• How, if at all, has Donald Trump changed your view of
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• How would you organize your White House? What kind of person would be your
chief of staff, and why?
• You will have about 3,000 positions to fill in the executive branch, about 1,000 of
them Senate-confirmable. How would you go about filling those jobs? Who
would you pick to be personnel director, and why?
• Who, in your view, are the best three Cabinet officers to serve in your lifetime,
and why?
• Name three people you might consider for secretary of state, secretary of defense,
secretary of the Treasury, and attorney general, and why.
• What steps would you take to make our democracy work better? How would you
make them happen?
Ideally, an entire debate would be devoted to how each candidate would govern, if elected
president, in a political environment like the one we actually live in. But moderators owe
it to voters to ask at least some questions on the topic—instead of returning over and over
to the same debate about Medicare, and to the pretense that presidential candidates’
elaborate plans magically become law.
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