UNITED STATES SENATE

SELECT COMMITTEE ON ETHICS

The Complaint of
MARQUETTE BAYLOR,
Complainant,
ETHICS COMPLAINT
against
SENATOR TAMMY BALDWIN,
Respondent.

I, Marquette Baylor, bring this Ethics Complaint against my former employer, Senator
Tammy Baldwin, for making false statements and representations to cover up actions by her
Chief of Staff and protect her political career. In support of this Ethics Complaint, I hereby state
as follows:
Introduction
1.

In late January, 2015, the public learned that Senator Tammy Baldwin’s office

had obtained an inspection report from the Veterans Affairs Office of the Inspector General
(“VA OIG”) concerning alleged overmedication and abuse at the VA hospital in Tomah,
Wisconsin. The public also learned that Senator Baldwin and her senior aides did nothing to
protect Wisconsin veterans from the danger and abuse detailed in the report.
2.

After the public outcry, Senator Baldwin immediately sought to place the blame

squarely on me. She instructed her Chief of Staff, Bill Murat, to fly to Milwaukee, fire me, and
offer me a severance package that required me to stay quiet. Murat then moved into damage
control, meeting with individuals in Wisconsin and telling them that the inaction was my fault.
When I rejected the severance package, Senator Baldwin revised her plan. She hired a highpowered law firm, paid that firm to prepare an internal report for her – at no point requesting to

interview me or ask me questions – and used that report to further deflect blame toward me while
protecting those truly at fault.
3.

As further detailed in the following sections, in August of 2014, constituent

services representatives (“caseworkers”) in the Milwaukee office identified broad-scale
misconduct in multiple VA Medical Centers. At my direction, a caseworker elevated the VA
misconduct issue directly to the State Director, Doug Hill, and the Legislative Director, Daniel
McCarthy. Months passed without critical guidance. Later, in November of 2014, I was informed
of the VA OIG report regarding the over-prescription practices at the Tomah VA Medical
Center. My staff and I immediately developed an action plan and sought approval from Hill, the
State Director, and Murat, the Chief of Staff. Despite repeated requests for approval of the
proposed action plan, our efforts were rejected by Murat. My staff and I eventually prepared
memorandums directed to the Senator herself. These memorandums were either ignored by the
Senator or were withheld from her by Murat.
4.

Senator Baldwin and her staff have disparaged the truth in order to cover up

Murat’s actions and to protect her political career. Had Murat, as the Chief of Staff, allowed me
and other individuals to properly perform our roles, the issues surrounding the Tomah VA
Medical Center would have been identified and addressed long ago. By attempting to place the
blame at my feet, Senator Baldwin has concealed the truth, made false statements, and
mischaracterized my service as the Deputy State Director. Her actions to cover up Murat’s
willful misconduct are unbecoming of a United States Senator. She has acted unethically.
5.

I make these allegations with reluctance. With over a decade of public service and

loyalty to policymakers and constituents in Wisconsin, I am reluctant to challenge a United
States Senator. I am also reluctant to enter the spotlight, knowing that my actions will be viewed
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critically, and in hindsight. But given the events in recent months – the misinformation campaign
designed to protect the Senator and her Chief of Staff – this reluctance must yield. It must yield
to defend my name and reputation from unjustified attack. And it must yield to bring focus to
where it should have been all along: the veterans who receive care by the U.S. Department of
Veteran Affairs.
Background
6.

Respondent Tammy Baldwin is a junior United States Senator for the State of

Wisconsin. As a member of the United States Senate, Senator Baldwin represents constituents in
Wisconsin and is responsible for ensuring that their concerns and issues are handled. Senator
Baldwin must also act ethically and in accordance with the Senate Code of Official Conduct, the
rules and regulations of the United States Senate, and applicable state and federal laws.
7.

During the relevant period, Senator Baldwin’s Chief of Staff was (and continues

to be) Bill Murat, and her State Director was Doug Hill.
8.

I have lived in Milwaukee, Wisconsin since November of 1996. Prior to my work

for Senator Baldwin, I worked for former United States Senator Herb Kohl for more than ten
years. During that time, I performed my role with distinction and without any incident or
question into my skill or work ethic as an employee. Senator Kohl occupied the seat now
occupied by Senator Baldwin.
A.

My Role as Deputy State Director for Senator Baldwin

9.

I began work for Senator Baldwin as a Deputy State Director in June of 2013. In

that role, I generally assisted the State Director with various oversight tasks in the Senator’s
Milwaukee Office. A substantial portion of my time was committed to building relationships
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with community leaders, creating a presence for the Senator in Milwaukee, and relocating the
entire Milwaukee office operation.
10.

Shortly after assuming the role of Deputy State Director, I immediately

encountered communication, personnel, and transition difficulties between and within Senator
Baldwin’s various offices. These difficulties arose from the overall lack of office structure and
protocols, unstated and changing job responsibilities, and the lack of standard operating
procedures and training for the staff. The absence of basic standard operating procedures, as well
as restrictions imposed by Murat that limited my ability to create or implement essential policies
and procedures, significantly inhibited the staff’s daily operations.
11.

The absence of defined policies and the inability to create policies stood in stark

contrast to my experience working for Senator Kohl. My immediate goal, therefore, was to
establish my authority to create policies or, alternatively, obtain guidance on what specific
policies should be implemented. Despite explicit requests to my supervisors, Murat and Hill, no
authority or guidance was provided until November 5, 2014.
12.

Without specific guidance from my supervisors, I instructed the caseworkers to

act as advocates for constituents: heed their concerns, investigate their complaints, inquire into
solutions, and take necessary steps to resolve their issues. The state constituent services function
group consisted of five caseworkers, one of which was part-time and located in the Madison
office. The three caseworkers with the heaviest caseloads handled immigration, social security,
Medicare, and VA issues. Those three workers averaged approximately 120 to 150 open cases on
a weekly basis.
13.

Because of my significant responsibilities to develop and maintain relationships

outside of the office, I instructed caseworkers to elevate problematic cases to my attention based
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on their professional judgment. In addition to cases brought to my attention, I would provide a
weekly constituent services report to all staff highlighting trending issues of concern, impactful
stories, and cases that required legislative action, along with the number of cases opened, closed,
and pending.
14.

On January 21, 2014, Hill, the State Director, informed me that my position was

being changed to Deputy State Director of Constituent Services. In an email to me and Todd
Crouch, another Deputy State Director, Hill stated that the “basis for this reorganization comes in
large part from . . . the important input that you have shared with Bill and me over the last year. I
know that there has been frustration at times on not having a clear understanding of the roles and
responsibilities and reporting structure.”
15.

I embraced the change to Deputy State Director of Constituent Services because it

would more directly focus my strength and expertise from my previous experience under Senator
Kohl. My role as the new casework supervisor for Senator Baldwin required leadership,
organization, and openness in order to respond to and assist constituents from all 72 counties.
The constituent services function group met twice-monthly through August, 2014, and monthly
thereafter to discuss cases in general, plan solutions for addressing constituent concerns, and
address any longstanding cases.
16.

Despite the change in organizational structure, I continued to lack authority to

create and implement much-needed policies and did not otherwise receive operating procedures
from Hill or Murat for nearly ten months.
17.

On November 6, 2014, based on my longstanding requests for clearly defined

expectations and the authority to fulfill those expectations, I met with Hill and Murat by video
teleconference to discuss my specific functions and handling of the team I had been assigned. In
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the meeting, which lasted approximately an hour, Murat indicated that he would like case listings
to be reported to him in a different format. Given the brevity of the meeting, however, no
standard operating procedures on the handling of cases could be established.
18.

Only after the discovery of the VA OIG report did Hill and Murat entertain my

input with regard to parameters on how caseworkers should handle constituent requests. Hill and
Murat specifically granted me authority to establish protocols during a meeting on November 19,
2014. During the meeting, Murat indicated that caseworkers should not be contacting federal
agencies, noting that Senator Baldwin had never made a Freedom of Information Act (“FOIA”)
request in 20 years.
19.

The guidance finally obtained in November, 2014, was too late and could not

compensate for severe short-fallings by Murat, the Chief of Staff. Indeed, despite the lack of
clear job responsibilities and the significant limitations placed on my ability to manage
caseworkers, the constituent services team identified and elevated issues concerning VA
misconduct many months before any action was taken. These efforts were rebuffed by Murat
until it was too late.
B.

Constituent Concerns Regarding VA Medical Centers

20.

In March of 2014, a former employee of the Tomah VA Medical Center in

Tomah, Wisconsin (the “Tomah VA”) submitted a complaint to Senator Baldwin’s office. The
complaint stated that veterans were being mistreated at the Tomah VA and voiced concerns
about improper employment practices at the Medical Center. The constituent asked to remain
anonymous and confidential (the “Anonymous Constituent”).
21.

The complaint was assigned to caseworker Mike Helbick. At all times, Helbick

acted as an advocate for the Anonymous Constituent. He first contacted the Director of the
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Tomah VA Medical Center regarding the allegations, who denied them. Helbick then contacted
the VA OIG, among other agencies, and sought information about the issues.
22.

On July 22, 2014, Helbick learned that, in March of 2014, the VA OIG had

conducted an investigation into alleged instances of overprescribed narcotics at the Tomah VA
facility. When Helbick asked for a copy of the report, officials at the VA OIG stated that they
would send it, but needed a written request. Helbick submitted a letter requesting the VA OIG
report on August 11, 2014. The letter, which was not drafted as a FOIA request, is attached
hereto as EXHIBIT A.
23.

Helbick did not notify me that the VA OIG had prepared a report regarding VA

misconduct, and he did not notify me that he had submitted a written request for that report.
Although I would later be permitted to create a policy regarding pre-approval of information
requests, no such policies or procedures existed at that time. Helbick simply acted as an advocate
for the Anonymous Constituent, consistent with my general instructions.1
24.

In mid-August, I met with Helbick to discuss additional VA complaints that the

office had received. These complaints primarily centered on alleged improper employment
practices at VA facilities throughout Wisconsin, but they also contained some allegations of
veteran mistreatment. In the meeting, I instructed Helbick to inform Daniel McCarthy, the
Legislative Director, about the issues in the event there could be a legislative approach or fix to
the issues raised.
25.

On or around August 12, 2014, Helbick informed Hill, the State Director, and

McCarthy, the Legislative Director, about the VA complaints. Hill never responded. McCarthy

1

Under Senate Rule 43, it is a legitimate function of a Senator’s office to intervene with
officials of the executive branch and independent regulatory agencies on behalf of individuals
when the facts warrant.
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responded on approximately August 14, 2014, stating that he would defer to Jeremy Steslicki, a
Legislative Assistant, and Danielle Gilliam-Moore, a Legislative Correspondent, on how to
address the issues.
26.

Helbick received the VA OIG report on August 29, 2014. At that time, he did not

elevate the VA OIG report to my attention. Instead, he informed the constituent about the report
and the remedial plan outlined in the report.
27.

Helbick provided the constituent a copy of the report in a letter dated September

5, 2014. Helbick informed the constituent that, although the OIG found improper prescribing
practices in the facility, the OIG was working with the Veterans Integrated Service Network 12
(“VISN 12”) to address the issue, including personnel changes. Helbick asked the constituent to
call him with questions or concerns.
28.

Helbick never received a response from the constituent. Helbick thereafter closed

the case, presumably believing that the issues had been resolved given the OIG’s plans and the
lack of communication from the Anonymous Constituent. Given the hundreds of cases being
resolved by caseworkers under my supervision, I was only aware of the case closure. Helbick,
believing the issue had been resolved, did not notify me of the specific details of the Anonymous
Constituent’s concern or about the VA OIG report he had obtained.
29.

Senator Baldwin received a second complaint concerning the Tomah VA on

September 30, 2014. The complaint was submitted by Ryan Honl via the Senator’s website
(“baldwin.senate.gov”), referred to as “IMAIL.” The complaint sat in the IMAIL inbox until
October 24, 2014, at which point it was administratively assigned and sent to Helbick in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
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30.

Helbick promptly called Honl on October 28, 2014. During the phone call, Honl

explained that he would like to submit a 60-page complaint he drafted concerning issues at the
Tomah VA. Helbick received the complaint on the same day.
31.

Helbick continued to handle Honl’s concerns until November 13, 2014. During

that time, Honl would not complete a Privacy Act release form because he was concerned about
Helbick contacting other government officials about his concerns.
32.

On November 13, 2014, Helbick notified me and three other individuals – Hill,

the State Director, Tiffany Henry, a caseworker, and Leah Hunter, the Press Secretary – about
the Honl complaint, the prior constituent complaint, and the VA OIG report. Helbick indicated
that he had received a follow-up email from Honl the day before and a phone call from a reporter
at the Center for Investigative Reporting earlier that day. Helbick gave the reporter the contact
information for John Kraus, the Communications Director.
33.

I immediately sought additional information from Helbick about the case. Hill,

who was copied on the email, responded to me directly. In his email to me, Hill indicated that
Murat, the Chief of Staff, was concerned that Helbick had made a request to the VA OIG. Hill
also informed me that he had talked to Helbick and asked whether I knew of the request. Helbick
confirmed that he never told me.
34.

Later in the evening on November 13, 2014, Helbick sent a timeline of events to

Hill, Murat, and John Medinger, a Regional Representative for Senator Baldwin, concerning the
Anonymous Constituent, including when Helbick received the VA OIG report.
35.

The Communications Department never contacted the reporter from the Center

for Investigating Reporting, despite inquiries from me to John Kraus, the Communications
Director, asking whether they had done so. Kraus eventually sent me an email stating that he had
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not and was not going to contact the reporter because he was awaiting direction from Murat and
Hill.
36.

On November 24, 2014, I contacted Honl and talked to him for nearly two hours

in an attempt to determine the best course of action for the issues. Honl made four requests:
(1) have Senator Baldwin contact her colleagues on the Veteran Affairs Committee and share his
story; (2) subpoena him to appear as a witness in a hearing before the Veterans Affairs
committee; (3) do not contact the Office of Special Counsel or the VA OIG concerning his
complaints; and (4) take positive action concerning the VA OIG report. I informed Honl of his
right to go to the media, but requested time to address the situation with my superiors.
37.

After speaking with Honl, I immediately sought to resolve his concerns.

I instructed Helbick to forward all new incoming emails he received from Honl to Murat and
Hill, which he began on November 25, 2014.
38.

On November 25, 2014, I prepared a memorandum and sent it to Murat and Hill

requesting that they “bring this to Tammy [Baldwin’s] attention, as there are clear areas that need
her immediate input regarding next steps.” The memorandum identified the Honl complaint and
identified that other veterans had rallied and recently submitted complaints to the office. The
memorandum also attached a breakdown of workflows for the cases pertaining to VA issues
throughout the state. The memorandum is attached hereto as EXHIBIT B.
39.

On December 8, 2014, I received an email from Doug Hill, the State Director.

Hill indicated that Murat, the Chief of Staff, believed that the two-page memorandum “provides
a lot of information and actually too much information to be shared with STB.” He asked that the
memorandum be re-written to provide less information.

10

40.

I circulated the revised memorandum on December 12, 2014. The memorandum,

which was prepared by Helbick, another caseworker, and me, was addressed to Senator Baldwin.
The memorandum identified concerns at the Tomah VA, the Milwaukee VA, and the Madison
VA. The memorandum specifically stated that “[t]hese are not isolated allegations; multiple
constituents who have contact with the same facility have made the same allegations . . . and
expect that STB will address these concerns[.]” The December 12, 2014 memorandum is
attached hereto as EXHIBIT C.
41.

Murat, as Chief of Staff, had control over the contents of the Senator’s briefing

binder and refused to present the December 12, 2014 memorandum to Senator Baldwin. I later
circulated another memorandum on December 17, 2014, which Murat finally agreed to insert
into Senator Baldwin’s binder for her review. The December 17, 2014 memorandum is attached
hereto as EXHIBIT D.
42.

I cannot say for certain whether the memorandum was ever included in Senator

Baldwin’s hard copy binder. The memorandum was not inserted into Senator Baldwin’s
electronic binder for the evening of December 17th, leading me to assume that Murat hand
delivered the memorandum to her. The Senator’s electronic binder was distributed to “The
Loop” on a daily basis with the information for the next day.
43.

Despite repeated requests to Murat regarding the December 17, 2014

memorandum and the proposed plan to address the VA issues, I did not receive a response from
Murat or Hill until January 5, 2015. Around the same time, the Milwaukee office increasingly
began to receive media inquiries regarding VA issues and the VA OIG report.
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C.

The Harm to Veterans, the Media Outrage, and Damage Control by the
Senator

44.

The media began its wide-scale coverage of the VA mistreatment issues on

January 8, 2015. At that time, the Center for Investigative Reporting released an investigative
report regarding opiate abuse at VA medical centers in Wisconsin. Constituents immediately
began to question why Senator Baldwin had not revealed the existence of the VA OIG report.
45.

A flurry of activity began in the Senator’s office to develop a media response. As

the action plan continued to develop, I participated in a conference call on January 20, 2015.
During the call, Murat indicated that he would talk to Honl and take responsibility for the
inaction. Both Murat and Hill stated that they planned to be in Milwaukee on January 22, 2015.
Shortly before their arrival, I learned that Hill had given Helbick a $5,000 raise and asked him
not to tell me about it.
46.

On January 22, 2015, Murat and Hill called me into Senator Baldwin’s corner

office and terminated me from my position. In disbelief, I asked whether I was the scapegoat for
the Tomah VA issue. Murat and Hill balked and emphasized that my termination had nothing to
do with the Tomah VA issue. Murat stated that I was being let go because my job performance
was not “the Tammy Baldwin way.”
47.

Murat handed me a Confidential Transition Agreement and Release and Waiver.

In addition to paying me for vacation time and keeping me on the payroll through May, 2015, the
proposed agreement included a confidentiality clause that would prohibit me from discussing
anything that happened with respect to the VA issues. The agreement, which is attached hereto
as EXHIBIT E, had a stated deadline of February 12, 2015.
48.

Murat’s plan for damage control became immediately apparent. After firing me

on January 22, 2015, and seeking to impose a confidentiality agreement, Murat immediately
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traveled to see Honl on Friday, January 23, 2015. Instead of taking the blame for the inaction,
Murat informed Honl that the delays were my fault and that I had been terminated for my failure
to properly handle his complaint. These allegations were heavily reported by the media shortly
afterward. Although Senator Baldwin’s office refused to comment publicly on personnel matters,
they had already placed the blame squarely at my feet.
49.

Shortly after Murat placed the blame of inaction on me, Senator Baldwin issued a

press release. On January 25, 2015, the Senator stated:
Not only were we very disturbed with the OIG’s findings, but we were also
concerned that the report concluded there was no wrongdoing at the medical
facility. In the fall, as we weighed next steps and additional concerns about
problems at the Tomah VA were brought to our attention, we should have done a
better job listening to and communicating with another constituent with whom we
were working on problems at the VA. I take full responsibility for any mistakes
we made because I not only share his belief that the report’s conclusions fell
short, but I also share his commitment to exposing problems at the VA and
working on solutions.
See http://www.baldwin.senate.gov/press-releases/us-senator-tammy-baldwin-we-can-do-betterfor-wisconsin-veterans.
50.

The press release, carefully crafted to “take full responsibility for any mistakes,”

continued to insinuate that the inaction was my fault despite my efforts to address the issues long
ago. Indeed, the Senator appears to take credit for the initial actions by Helbick in acting as an
advocate, all the while failing to identify that Murat and Hill affirmatively stifled me and my
team’s attempts to proactively address the Tomah VA issues and the concerns raised by Honl
and other aggrieved veterans.
51.

After witnessing the misinformation campaign by Senator Baldwin and her senior

personnel, along with its immediate harm to my reputation, I attempted to negotiate the terms of
the severance package. I specifically asked for removal of the confidentiality provision, which I
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believed was necessary to defend my work and obtain future employment. I also sought to
receive pay for my outstanding vacation time. Murat refused to negotiate the terms of the
proposed severance package, and I rejected it.
52.

Shortly after I rejected the proposed severance package, Senator Baldwin hired

Marc Elias at the Perkins Coie law firm to represent her. On February 18, 2015, Elias issued a
statement identifying that I was indeed fired for allegedly mishandling the Tomah VA issue,
among other “long-term performance” issues that were never raised or discussed during my
employment.
53.

Senator Baldwin also paid her lawyer, Elias, to conduct an “external review” and

release a report to put their spin on facts they thought would come to light. A glaring defect in
the report, however, is the inexplicable actions by Murat to prevent action on the VA issues
identified in the November 24, 2015, December 12, 2015, and December 17, 2015
memorandums, including my persistent requests for an action plan. Indeed, the report appears to
excuse Murat for his obstructionism on the ground that the memorandums also touched on
“broader VA-related issues.” Ultimately, the report states that “many” of our recommendations
“never reached Senator Baldwin,” suggesting that the Senator did see at least some of our
recommendations for action, yet did nothing.
54.

The report also faults me for failing to prepare a “standard casework manual” and

“properly monitor the VA cases” despite an apparent request to do so. Although I met with
Murat and Hill on November 6, 2014, Murat only asked to receive case updates in a different
format. There was no specific reference to “VA cases” and I continued to lack authority to
develop policies on the specific manner in which cases were to be handled. Any and all
proposals or protocols had to be approved by Murat, which never came.
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55.

The report further blames me for the lack of communication with Honl. This

conclusion fails to recognize that the lack of communication was caused by Murat, the Chief of
Staff. As my proposals continued to be rebuffed by Murat, I remained unable to communicate a
course of action to Honl or other veterans.
56.

Ultimately, it is telling that Elias and his firm never asked to interview me or

submit questions about the circumstances and events surrounding the VA mistreatment issues.
Their so-called “external” review was bought and paid for by the Senator’s campaign, and the
report they produced is a one-sided, incomplete, and misleading narrative of what occurred.
57.

After the public release of Elias’ report, Senator Baldwin disciplined Murat and

Hill. In support of her decision not to fire them, she stated:
This external report didn’t find anything willful or unethical . . . . It found
mistakes. It found mistakes in communication, it found mistakes in missing
opportunities to move forward more swiftly with this, and it found mistakes in
judgment.
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http://www.postcrescent.com/story/news/local/2015/03/13/baldwins-chief-staff-read-tomahreport-dismissed-opiate-concerns/70275704/.
58.

Senator Baldwin’s comments to the media imply that my actions were willful or

unethical – therefore justifying my termination – and that the actions of Murat and Hill were not.
The Senator has it backwards. It was me and my team who continually sought to address the
Tomah VA issues and it was Murat who affirmatively prevented us from doing so.
59.

Despite the clear need for responsiveness on issues affecting veterans, it is my

understanding that Senator Baldwin has relegated her veterans’ services work to a part-time
caseworker. This decision causes me concern for the future handling of veterans’ issues in
Wisconsin.
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