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2 workers brought guns into a state
office in Norfolk. Only one lost her job.
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Signs saying "�rearms prohibited" appeared in the department of child support enforcement on Nov. 8 after one
employee was escorted out of the o�ce for having a �rearm. - Original Credit: Courtesy Stephanie Springer
(HANDOUT)

Weeks after being told two of their colleagues regularly brought guns to work,
employees at a state child support enforcement office in Norfolk demanded to
know why only one had been fired, even though both violated a state policy.

They also wanted to know how the state was going to keep them safe, especially
while the Virginia Beach mass shooting — carried out by a city employee — was
still top of mind.
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But their boss, Ron Harris, who had come to Norfolk from Richmond for a meeting
with employees, didn’t have an answer.

“Trust your coworkers,” he said at least twice in response to questions about safety
during the staff meeting Monday, according to a partial recording of the meeting
obtained by The Virginian-Pilot.

“Trust the system,” he said after refusing to explain why one employee who carried
a gun was still allowed to work, despite violating a state policy that says guns aren’t
allowed in government buildings.

Harris, who is retiring in February as interim director of the Virginia Division of
Child Support Enforcement, apologized for not having a meeting sooner, and
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acknowledged there were “some missteps.”

The incident came at a time when guns are at the center of Virginia’s political
debate. Democrats, who are about to take over the General Assembly, promise to
swiftly enact new gun control. That has gun owners feeling threatened, and some
are pushing cities and counties to declare themselves “Second Amendment
sanctuaries.”

Meanwhile, following the Virginia Beach shooting, some government employees
are against firearms in their offices. But others believe they should be allowed ––
even encouraged –– to bring guns to work to protect themselves and others.

—

During her second week at work, Stephanie Springer approached her supervisor
Lee Draper in the Division of Child Support Enforcement.

She had just sat through a training session on safety in the workplace, and after
hearing harrowing accounts of her fellow employees who collect child support
money feeling threatened by angry parents, she wanted to let Draper know how
she could help.
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Related coverage: Virginia gun rights groups are pushing “Second Amendment

sanctuaries.” But what does that mean? »

A former police officer, Springer told Draper she carried a gun — a Glock 27 — and
had a concealed carry permit.

Springer heard another employee, Alan Bostjancic, also carried and was known
around the office as the “protector.” He gave active shooter trainings and, like
Springer, is a former police officer.

Springer told her supervisor she wanted to help with any future active shooter
trainings.

“You got it with you now?” Springer recalls Draper asking about her gun.

Springer said yes, it was in her purse.

ADVERTISEMENT

“She said, ‘Just keep it in your purse and don’t tell everybody,’” Springer said.

Two months later on Nov. 8, Springer was called into the district manager’s office
and told someone had complained she was showing off her firearm off at work. She
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handed over her purse containing her gun, then was escorted out and placed on
paid administrative leave.

An o�ce of the state Division of Child Support Enforcement is located inside Building 11 at 420 North Center drive in
Norfolk, Virginia. Seen Dec. 12, 2019. (L. Todd Spencer / The Virginian-Pilot)

Later that day, a new “firearms prohibited” sign was posted on the office doors. In
response to questions from The Pilot this week, the Department of Social Services
confirmed the signs were posted on Nov. 8.

The following week, a security guard appeared, and more people were escorted out:
Bostjancic as well as two supervisors, Rebecca Bright and Draper — Springer’s
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supervisor — according to two employees who spoke on the condition of anonymity
because they feared retaliation.

Around the same time, it was announced that the district manager, Jo Ann Hall,
would resign the following week, according to an email sent by the district
administrator and provided to The Pilot.

“As you are aware, there have been No Weapons signs posted at the employee
entry doors,” District Administrator Sharon Stacy emailed employees. “If you are
aware of any weapons in the building report it to management immediately.”

An informal meeting was held later that week about not bringing weapons into the
office, according to two employees.

By the end of the following week, staff heard from the director.

“As you are aware, we recently had two separate employees who acknowledged that
they were in possession of a weapon in the workplace,” Harris wrote in an email to
employees, a copy of which was provided to The Pilot. “As a result, an investigation
was initiated to determine the circumstances surrounding their involvement, to
include who may have been aware.”

He said he and Melinda Raines, an employee relations coordinator, conducted the
investigation and “personally” interviewed several employees on Nov. 18. He
concluded that the two supervisors, Draper and Bright, “fully complied” with the
human resources policy and would be returning to work the following week.

Springer said she wasn’t interviewed as part of any investigation. The only
manager she said she spoke with was Hall before being escorted out.

—

Virginia’s ban on guns in state government buildings was enacted in 2015 by then-
Gov. Terry McAuliffe. He also asked the Department of General Services to
propose regulations to ban concealed carry in those buildings. The state code
changed in 2017 to reflect this ban.
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“We must take every precaution to protect our citizens and state employees from
gun violence,” McAuliffe wrote in the order. “We cannot wait until a tragedy occurs
to decide to address it.”

A Republican-sponsored bill to overturn the ban passed the General Assembly
in 2016, but was vetoed by McAuliffe, a Democrat.

The state code also requires signs saying guns are prohibited be posted at all
state offices.

During the July special session on gun control called by Gov. Ralph Northam, his
fellow Democrats filed bills to allow localities to regulate guns in their
buildings, while Republicans filed legislation to block that.

To print the document, click the "Original Document" link to open the original

PDF. At this time it is not possible to print the document with annotations.
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The debate over who can regulate guns will continue in 2020 and is likely to see a
winner in the new Democratic majority, who has the backing of a Democratic
governor.

In addition to a bill that would make it a misdemeanor to carry a gun into a state
government building, Democrats also want to ban guns on Capitol grounds in
Richmond and at preschools and child day centers.

In response to these and other proposed gun control measures, gun-rights
advocates have been demanding city councils support “Second Amendment
Sanctuary” resolutions saying they won’t use public funds to restrict rights
granted by the Second Amendment.

—
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A crowd listens as a supporter of a resolution

After the Virginia Beach mass shooting, some city employees said they would
feel safer if they could bring their guns to work.

Springer said she felt that way too. She said the keycard access for child support
enforcement employees isn’t a strong enough security measure.

Other employees who spoke at the meeting with Harris Monday said they were
concerned about police not having access to the area where they work without a
keycard. It’s a problem police in Virginia Beach had during the mass
shooting.

At least four times during the two-hour meeting, Harris asked his staff for
suggestions on how to keep them safe.

When asked how long the security guard would be there, he said he hadn’t made
any decisions.

“People in Virginia Beach had no clue that this individual would come in and do
what he did,” he said, referring to the gunman who killed 12 people in the
Municipal Center. “So you don’t know who your coworkers are, what they are
capable of. Anything can trigger them. So what can we do? I’m open to
suggestions.”

The Department of Social Services
refused to comment on the
investigation at its Eastern Virginia
District Office, citing a Human
Resources policy and saying it was a
confidential personnel matter.

The Pilot was denied a phone
interview with Harris, and the
department requested a reporter
email general questions about
policies and procedures.
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designating the city as a "Second Amendment
sanctuary" speaks before the Chesapeake City
Council on Tuesday, Dec. 10, 2019, in Chesapeake,
Va. (Kaitlin McKeown/Virginia Media)

Department spokeswoman Cletisha
Lovelace said the staff meeting with
Harris was held “in response to a

staff incident” after Harris had numerous conversations with district and regional
management.

“Mr. Harris wanted to have a conversation directly with staff and respond to their
questions,” she said.

Lovelace said the security guard was retained in response to an incident involving
staff.

She said the office had two active shooter trainings in June, both conducted by
Bostjancic, the other employee who had a gun.

Bostjancic is a retired sergeant with the Norfolk Police Department, and his
LinkedIn profile says he was a hostage crisis negotiator instructor and has taught
workplace violence and active shooter classes. He declined to speak with The Pilot.

He retired from NPD in 2011 after pleading guilty to prostitution
solicitation.

The social services department commissioner, Duke Storen, did not respond to a
request for an interview.

At the meeting, Harris refused to say why, if two staff members violated the state
policy, one was allowed to come back to work. He said it was a personnel issue and
he didn’t want to breach someone’s confidentiality. He didn’t name the employees
who had guns.

“What you don’t know is the rest of the story,” he said. “So every situation has
different circumstances or a backstory. That’s what I got to, that backstory. I ask
you to trust the system, trust me that what happened, the interview, and the things
that occurred were proper.”
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Terry McAuli�e attends a September gun-control
rally outside the headquarters of the National Ri�e
Association in Fairfax County with former
congresswoman Gabrielle Gi�ords, D-Ariz., center,
and Del. Hala Ayala, D-Prince William, second from
right, who is running for reelection. MUST CREDIT:
The Washington Post by Jahi Chikwendiu (The
Washington Post)

Several employees said at the meeting they believed they weren’t getting all the
answers.

“There’s a lot of deception,” one said. “We know from this point forward, the truth
needs to be told, the deception needs to stop.”

“I felt that I did not matter,” another said. “I felt like my safety was not an issue.”

One employee later told The Pilot she felt violated. She said she’s been distracted at
work since the incident came to light.

“I’m supposed to feel safe in this
office, and I’m not,” said the
employee, who spoke on condition of
anonymity for fear of losing her job.

Lovelace said an evacuation plan
exists for the office.

On Wednesday, after The Pilot
contacted the Department of Social
Services for comment, Stacy sent a
copy of the emergency preparedness
policy to staff, according to an email
provided to The Pilot. She also
provided laminated cards that
showed the corresponding colored
lights that will flash in the office

depending on the type of emergency, such as a fire, bomb threat or active shooter.

—

Though Springer — a classified employee who hadn’t yet been employed with the
department for a year — wasn’t eligible for the state’s grievance procedure, she
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filed one anyway, then requested a meeting with Harris. She said he agreed to a
meeting, but it hasn’t been scheduled yet.

Springer received a termination letter on Dec. 4 — a copy of which she provided to
The Pilot — saying she was fired for violating a Human Resources policy called
“Civility in the Workplace” because she had a gun on state property and
should’ve known that wasn’t allowed.

LATEST

Democrat Nancy Guy’s lead over Republican Del. Chris Stolle grows after
recount, unofficial results show
1h

2 workers brought guns into a state office in Norfolk. Only one lost her job.
4h

Elderly mother of former Virginia state lawmaker indicted on felony
embezzlement charges
5:58 AM

Recount begins in Virginia Beach delegate race where the candidates are 27
votes apart
DEC 12,  2019

Virginia Supreme Court rules George Mason University’s foundation is exempt
from public-records laws
DEC 12,  2019

A former officer with Regent University and a former deputy with the Norfolk and
Virginia Beach sheriff’s offices, Springer said she didn’t know guns weren’t allowed
in state government buildings. She said she didn’t think she was doing anything
wrong since she told her supervisor about her gun early on in her employment and
wasn’t told to stop bringing it to work.

“I honestly thought I was an asset,” she said.
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Springer, who’s looking for a new job, said she feels like she’s being used as a
scapegoat because the other employees who were placed on administrative leave
were allowed to return to work.

“If it’s such a huge deal to break the law and have a ban there, why does it not
count to them?” she said. “They can come back to work. They can work from home.
I know life’s not fair, but where’s the fairness in that?”

Related coverage: 2 Virginia Beach council members want to ban firearms in

government buildings »

Marie Albiges, 757-247-4962, malbiges@dailypress.com

Topics: guns, 2nd Amendment, virginia beach mass shooting, second amendment, exclusive, watchdog

Marie Albiges
  

Marie Albiges writes about state government and politics. A graduate of Christopher Newport
University, Marie has previously covered local government, courts, breaking news and
education in Williamsburg and Texas.
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