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By Hope Yen 
and Zeke Miller
The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Presi-
dent Donald Trump fired 
Veterans Affairs Secretary 
David Shulkin Wednesday 
in the wake of a bruis-
ing ethics scandal and a 
mounting rebellion within 
the agency, and nominated 
White House doctor Ronny 
Jackson to lead it.

A Navy rear admiral, 
Jackson is a surprise choice 
to succeed Shulkin, a former 
Obama administration 
official and the first non-
veteran ever to head the VA. 
Trump had been considering 
replacements for Shulkin 
for weeks, but had not been 
known to be considering 
Jackson for the role.

In a statement, Trump 
praised Jackson as “highly 
trained and qualified.”

Jackson has served since 
2013 as the Physician to 
the President, and gained a 
national profile earlier this 
year for holding a sweep-
ing press conference on the 
president’s health.

Brigadier General Dr. 
Richard Tubb, who trained 
Jackson, said in a letter read 
at Jackson’s briefing that 
the members of the White 
House medical team have 
been “figuratively Velcro-
ed” to Trump since the day 
after his election.

“On any given day,” he 
wrote,”the ‘physician’s 
office,’ as it is known, is 
generally the first and last 
to see the President.”

A White House official 
said Shulkin was informed 
of his dismissal by Chief of 
Staff John Kelly before the 
president announced the 
move on Twitter Wednes-
day afternoon.

Shulkin is the second 

C a b i n e t  s e c r e t a r y  t o 
depart over controver-
sies involving expensive 
travel, following former 
Health and Human Ser-
v i c e s  S e c r e t a r y  T o m 
Price’s resignation last 
September. Trump said in 
a statement he is “grateful” 
for Shulkin’s service.

A major veterans’ orga-
nization expressed concern 
over the Shulkin dismissal 
and Trump’s intention to 
nominate Jackson, whom 
they worried lacked expe-
rience to run the huge 
department.

“ W e  a r e  d i s a p -
pointed and already quite 
concerned about this nom-
inee,” said Joe Chenelly, 
the national executive 
director of AMVETS. “The 
administration needs to 
be ready to prove that 
he’s qualified to run such 
a massive agency, a $200 
billion bureaucracy.”

Shulkin had continued to 
insist he had the full confi-
dence of the White House 
amid continuing investi-
gations over his travel and 
leadership of the department. 
He had agreed to reimburse 
the government more than 
$4,000 after the VA’s inter-
nal watchdog concluded last 
month that he had improperly 
accepted Wimbledon tennis 
tickets and that his then-chief 
of staff had doctored emails 
to justify his wife traveling to 
Europe with him at taxpayer 
expense. Shulkin also blamed 
internal drama at the agency 
on a half-dozen or so political 
appointees who were rebel-
ling against him and Bowman, 
insisting he had White House 
backing to fire them.

But the continuing VA 
infighting and a fresh raft of 
VA watchdog reports docu-
menting leadership failures 
and spending waste — as 
well as fresh allegations 

being reviewed by the IG 
that Shulkin used a member 
of his security detail to run 
personal errands — proved 
too much of a distraction.

It was the latest in a 
series of departures for 
top administration offi-
cials, including Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, who 
was fired by Trump earlier 
this month.

The sudden departure 
comes as Trump is cur-
rently seeking to expand 
the Veterans Choice pro-
gram, a campaign promise 
t h a t  m a j o r  v e t e r a n s ’ 
groups worry could be an 
unwanted step toward 
privatizing VA health care. 
His plan remains in limbo 
in Congress after lawmak-
ers declined last week to 
include it in a spending bill.

Having pushed through 
legislation in Trump’s first 
year making it easier to 
fire bad VA employees and 
speed disability appeals, 
Shulkin leaves behind a 
department in disarray. 
Several projects remain 
unfinished, including a 
multibillion-dollar over-
haul of electronic medical 
records aimed at speeding 
up wait times for veterans 
seeking medical care as 
well as expanded mental 
health treatment for vet-
erans at higher risk of 
suicide.

Trump has selected 
Robert Wilkie, the Under 
Secretary of Defense for 
Personnel and Readiness, 
to serve as the acting head 
of the VA. It is govern-
ment’s second largest 
department, responsible 
for 9 million military vet-
erans in more than 1,700 
government-run health 
facilities. The selection 
of Wilkie bypasses VA 
Deputy Secretary Tom 
Bowman, who has come 
under criticism for being 
too moderate to push 
Trump’s agenda of fixing 
veterans’ care.

During the presidential 
campaign, Trump repeat-
edly pledged to fix the VA, 
which was still reeling after 
a 2014 scandal at the Phoe-
nix VA medical center, 
in which veterans waited 
months for care even as 
VA employees created 
secret waiting lists to cover 
up delays. Criticizing the 
department as “the most 
corrupt,” Trump said he 
would bring accountabil-
ity and expand access to 
private doctors, promis-
ing to triple the number of 
veterans “seeing the doctor 
of their choice.”

Currently, more than 
30 percent of VA appoint-
ments are made in the 
private sector.

The son of an Army psy-
chiatrist and grandson of 
a VA pharmacist, Shulkin 
is a former president of 
the Morristown Medical 
Center in New Jersey. He 
was president and CEO 
of the Beth Israel Medical 
Center in New York and 
chief medical officer at the 
University of Pennsylvania 
Health System.

Trump fi res Veterans 
Aff airs Secretary Shulkin

Veterans Affairs Secretary David Shulkin speaks March 7 at a news conference in 
Washington. On Wednesday, President Donald Trump fi red Shulkin, and tweeted that White 
House doctor Ronny Jackson is his nominee to be the next Veterans Affairs secretary. 
[ANDREW HARNIK/THE ASSOCIATED PRESS]

By Mark Sherman
The Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The 
Supreme Court seems 
uncertain about how and 
whether to address the 
issue of drawing elec-
toral districts for partisan 
advantage. Their decision 
could affect how elections 
are conducted around the 
country.

The justices seemed to 
be struggling Wednesday 
with an appeal by Repub-
lican voters in Maryland 
who object to a con-
gressional district that 
Democrats drew to elect 
a candidate of their own.

The Maryland case is a 
companion to one from 
Wisconsin in which Dem-
ocrats complain about a 
Republican-drawn map 
of legislative districts. 
That case was argued 
in October and remains 
undecided.

Justice Stephen Breyer 
suggested that the court 
could add in yet a third 
case involving North 
Carolina’s congressional 
district and set another 
round of arguments to 
deal with all three states.

Breyer’s comment is an 
indication that the jus-
tices haven’t figured out 
the Wisconsin case in the 
nearly six months since it 
was argued.

More importantly, 
it suggests that Justice 
Anthony Kennedy, whose 
vote almost certainly 
controls the outcome, 
has reservations about 
using the Wisconsin case 
for the court’s first-ever 
ruling that districting 
plans that entrench one 
party’s control of the leg-
islature or congressional 
delegation can violate the 
constitutional rights of 
the other party’s voters.

The Maryland lawsuit 
offers the court a more 
limited approach to deal-
ing with the issue because 
it involves just one dis-
trict that flipped from 
Republican to Democratic 
control after the 2011 
round of redistricting.

There was broad agree-
ment that the Republican 
voters who sued pre-
s e n t e d  w h a t  J u s t i c e 
Sonia Sotomayor called 
“pretty damning” evi-
dence that the Democrats 
who controlled the state 
government wanted to 
increase the Democrats’ 
edge in the congressio-
nal from 6-2 to 7-1. Even 
Chief Justice John Rob-
erts, who has questioned 

lawsuits over partisan
redistricting, said the
redrawing of the 6th con-
gressional district seemed
to lack “any internal
logic,” other than to elect
a Democrat.

R e s i d e n t s  o f  t h e
wealthy Washington,
D.C., suburb of Potomac,
Maryland, were lumped
in with people who live
in the rural northwest-
ern corner of the state,
Roberts said.  “They
both have farms. But
the former have hobby
farms,” he said, while the
rural Marylanders are real
farmers.

B u t  R o b e r t s  w a s
among several justices
who raised a procedural
problem that could keep
the court from deciding
the merits of the case.
The Wisconsin case also
has a potential prob-
lem that could prevent a
decision about partisan
redistricting.

That’s where Breyer’s
suggestion could come
in. He said even a deci-
sion striking down the
Maryland map, which
he said seems to be an
extreme gerrymander,
“will not do much to deal
with a problem of seri-
ous dimensions, which is
national.”

If the court doesn’t
confront the big issues
now, Breyer said, sophis-
t i c a t e d  m a p - m a k e r s
using increasingly pow-
erful technology will
create more effective par-
tisan maps after the 2020
census.

Putting all the chal-
lenged plans together
would allow for a com-
prehensive ruling, he
said.

O v e r  t h e  p a s t  1 6
months, courts struck
down political districting
plans drawn by Republi-
cans in North Carolina,
Pennsylvania and Wis-
consin. Federal judges
threw out a state legis-
lative map in Wisconsin
and a congressional plan
i n  N o r t h  C a r o l i n a .
In Pennsylvania, the
state Supreme Court
invalidated the state’s
congressional districts
and replaced them with a
court-drawn plan.

The Supreme Court has
put the drawing of new
maps on hold in North
Carolina and Wiscon-
sin, but refused to block
the Pennsylvania court’s
adoption of revised con-
gressional districts for
this year’s elections.

Supreme Court 
uncertain about 
redistricting case

Helenmary Ball, left, of Calvert County, Md., as “Maryland 
District 5,” points toward the separated area of Maryland 
District 3, being represented by Bobby Bartlett, right, as 
nonpartisan groups against gerrymandering protest in 
front of the Supreme Court, Wednesday in Washington. 
[JACQUELYN MARTIN/THE ASSOCIATED PRESS]
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