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Introduction:

• USMC Recruit Training - Parris Island 2005
• University of Texas at Austin 2015 

• BA Government
• Business Foundations Certification

• University of Texas School of Law 2019
• USMC Officer Commissioning Couse 2022



Career Timeline

• Enlisted tours (0311/0621)
• Djibouti 2006-2007
• Iraq 2008-2009
• Afghanistan 2009-2010

• Texas Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs and Military Installations 2013 & 
2015 (Interim Clerk and Intern)

• Office of the General Counsel - Texas Dept. of Crim Justice 2016 (Legal Assistant, 
Legal Affairs and Litigation) 

• US House Homeland Security Committee - Legal Team 2018
• United States Army Futures Command – Legal Extern 2019
• Texas Court of Criminal Appeals – Clerk/Briefing Attorney 2020-2022
• United States Marine Corps – Judge Advocate (4402) 2022-Present

• Defense Counsel - National Capitol Region 



MANDATORY FUN SLIDE (:

• Yes, I am presently active duty Marine Officer. 
• Yes, I consulted the MCB – Quantico OSJA in accordance with the Joint Ethics 

Regulation (JER) before attending.
• NO, I DO NOT:

• Represent the Department of Defense; 
• Department of the Navy; 
• United States Marine Corps, or;
• any other expansive tentacle of the United States Government today in ANY capacity.

• I am here in my personal, private capacity of my own free will.
• My opinions are my own.

• I’m not sorry for them, either.
• My command also knows I am not sorry for them.





“It is a family Business.”

• Very few “first generation” service members. Most have a family member 
who has served.

• The whole family serves.
• Spouses and children are directly affected. Subsequent generations are influence but 

what we do and how we do it.
• How we handle ourselves, and each other, matters.

• Grandfather, US Army (Korea).
• Uncle, US Navy (Cold War).
• Me (USMC)

• Four subsequent family members directly influenced by my decision.
• No. 5 is Coast Guard JAG – Curious.



So, why am I here?

• Q: “Grandpa, how in the 60 years since Korea have 
you dealt with talking to people about your service?”

• A: “I have avoided it”



What do we lose when we exercise our right 
to remain silent in the societal narrative?
• Society will make decision with OR without us.

• Society will decide to go to war with or without our input.
• Society will decide how to persecute that war with or without us.
• Society will decide to handle its veterans with or without us.

• HOWEVER… Only we have been there.
• If we decide to remain silent, they are making those decisions with, at best, 

incomplete information.
• We forfeit our right to:

• Protest the mistreatment of our peers.
• Guide our decision makers to wisdom.
• Help our country repeat the same mistakes…



Help our country to avoid repeat the same 
mistakes…



The outset of a journey: 9/11

• Sophomore in High School, tried to drop out and join the Army.
• Still too young.
• Enlisted one year out of High School.

• War now unpopular
• Only poolee in all of RSS NOLA
• Shipped out Mother’s Day
• Turned 19 in recruit training

• Mentored by Marines returning from Fallujah and Ramadi.
• Major influence.
• Selflessness of leaders.



By the third tour in 5 years…

• 25 years old
• 20,000 of 60,000 requested troops granted to arrive on a delay of one 

year
• Clean up after the Battle of Marjah
• Handed command of a patrol base, for want of resources.

• Wrote my college admissions essay on an Afghan dune



How this snowballed into law

• Began first semester at UT-Austin four months out of Afghanistan
• >98% of Student Veterans at UT-Austin were transfers
• Transfers select classes behind incoming freshman
• “Judicial Process and Behavior”

• Case Based Pre-law Class taught by Alan Sager.
• Taught law school style on a curve, with law school levels of reading.
• Guantanamo Bay Cases

• One of the cases Boumediene v Bush effectively granted Habeas Corpus to enemy detainees 
abroad.

• Administrators in DoD complied
• Led to “mass releases”…

• Complaining at office hours led to buying a suit, led to an intro, led to a speech…



And so, I dove into veterans' policy… 



RULES:

• The problem with lawyers is that they think like lawyers
• Forrest… meet trees.

• You can’t out-policy people
• For, of, and by the people.

• Madisonian Pluralism affects veterans, see below.

• “But politics”
• There are no sacred cows in politics.
• Veterans are not a statistically significant population in November. 

• 1% have served. Not an extreme concentration of wealth and resources.
• Federalist 10: Factions are a thing.



The 2014 VA scandal fallout

• Texas Legislature had interest in independent investigation of 2014 
scandal.

• Brought veterans issues temporarily to public forefront.
• 84th regular session of Texas Legislature (2015) was first responsive 

session.



SB 850 84R

• Texas troops deployed on orders by the Governor… had no sovereign 
immunity. 

• MAJOR effect on ROE’s, troop welfare. Could be sued in their 
individual capacity, and the cartel can afford lawyers too.

• Troops ALREADY deployed and in legal jeopardy.
• Brought the effect of state orders in line with federal orders.

• “but politics” so not without a fight…



HB 19 84R

• Veterans Mental Health Bill
• Rep. Susan King (Abilene) given a low bill number to address veterans' 

mental heath issues through policy 
• DSHS and TVC co-own roles
• Rule: “You can’t out policy people”



Constituent issue example.

• The “waitlists”
• Congress set aside $1.3 Billion emergency stop-gap
• Private vouchers authorized

• “But politics”: “We will never allow a privatization of the VA!”

• No streamlined private voucher program was adopted
• 72 hours vs >30 days…
• Silver voucher or headline lead

• Stresses importance of legislative lawyer and non-lawyer efforts.



Lip Service and Going Through the Motions vs 
Real Efforts with Real Results
• Veterans get GREAT lip service. 
• General needs are simple

• Heathcare
• Education
• Housing
• Jobs

• Yet, problems persist.



Example of “lip service”:
Hazlewood Legacy v DREAM
• Hazlewood Act is a tuition exemption for Texas Veterans to supplement 

what GI bill does not cover.
• Hazlewood Legacy allows the transfer of this benefit (once) to a dependent 

(Spouse or child).
• The Texas DREAM Act allows in-state tuition for those residing in Texas 

without legal immigration status.
• UT Higher Education Representatives sent the same lobbyists on the same 

day to argue that the Hazlewood Legacy Act was a unfair burden on the 
system but DREAM was an essential benefit and not a burden at all. 

• Yet, financial impact on Texas public institutions of higher education failed scrutiny by 
the numbers.

• 25,151 DREAM recipients in 2016.
• 21,781 Hazlewood legacy recipients in 2016.



Another example



WARNING: Your experience may differ…















One of these things is not like the other one…
Rhetoric Reality



Reality:

• Anti-veteran discrimination is still a thing.
• No reporting requirement for acts of discrimination against Veterans.
• No external enforcement mechanism.
• Claims “Swept under the rug”.

• Even using your own money!

• No disciplinary action for staff.



Lessons learned:

• At the end of the day, we must take care of our own.
• Nobody else will do it for us. 
• There is no substitute for give a ****

• We need to be much more proactive and integrate capabilities.
• Think “multi-domain”.
• Law, policy, politics, and enforcement are not separate conversations, but one 

continuous and contiguous battle.

• It’s the people science, stupid.



LCpl Thomas Eric 
Johnson II

8/14/1989 – 8/19/2024
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