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VOTE EXPLANATION

Mr. NELSON. Mr. President, I was
necessarily absent for the September 6,
2018, vote on the motion to confirm Ex-
ecutive Calendar No. 779, Dominic W.
Lanza to be U.S. District Judge for the
District of Arizona. I would have voted
no.

Mr. President, I was necessarily ab-
sent for the September 6, 2018, vote on
the motion to confirm Executive Cal-
endar No. 782, Charles J. Williams to be
U.S. District Judge for the Northern
District of Iowa. I would have voted
aye.

Mr. President, I was necessarily ab-
sent for the September 12, 2018, vote on
the motion to invoke cloture on
Charles P. Rettig, of California, to be
Commissioner of Internal Revenue for
the term expiring November 12, 2022. 1
would have voted no.

Mr. President, I was necessarily ab-
sent for the September 12, 2018, vote on
the motion to confirm Charles P.
Rettig, of California, to be Commis-
sioner of Internal Revenue for the term
expiring November 12, 2022. I would
have voted no.

Mr. President, I was necessarily ab-
sent for the September 12, 2018, vote on
the conference report to accompany
H.R. 5895, a bill making appropriations
for energy and water development and
related agencies for the fiscal year end-
ing September 30, 2019, and for other
purposes. I would have voted aye.

——————

H.R. 5895

Mr. VAN HOLLEN. Mr. President,
the Senate passed 3 of the required 12
appropriations bills needed to fund the
Federal Government starting on Octo-
ber first. The Military Construction
and Veterans Affairs, Energy and
Water, and Legislative Branch appro-
priations bills fund vital programs that
care for our military, protect our infra-
structure, and support the dedicated
Federal employees that work for the
U.S. Congress.

Within the minibus, programs and
projects such as the VA’s National Cen-
ter for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder,
Army Corps dredging for the Port of
Baltimore, and a new paid-internship
program in the Senate are just a few of
the hundreds of items funded in these
bills that will benefit the people of
Maryland and the Nation. However, I
do not support the $65 million appro-
priated in fiscal year 2019 for a new
low-yield nuclear warhead for a sub-
marine-launched ballistic missile. I be-
lieve this is an unnecessary new weap-
on that increases the risk of mis-
calculation and unintended escalation.

As a member of the Senate Appro-
priations Committee, I am pleased that
we have gotten this far and I look for-

ward to working with my colleagues on
moving the other bills to final passage.

————
SYRIA

Mr. MENENDEZ. Mr. President, the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee
Hearing on Russia’s role in Syria and
the broader Middle East that had been
scheduled for last week has been post-
poned; therefore, I rise today to raise
awareness on the danger and urgency
of the moment, given the impending
humanitarian catastrophe in Idlib,
Syria, and the refusal of the Trump ad-
ministration to impose meaningful
costs on Russia for protecting Bashar
al-Assad and his regime.

On Syria, Congress again finds itself
in a situation where we often hear
more from the press than we do di-
rectly from the administration. Last
week many of us read with interest in
the Washington Post a report that
President Trump agreed to a new strat-
egy for Syria that indefinitely extends
the U.S. military presence and sup-
ports a major diplomatic push to end
the conflict. This same article also in-
dicated that the administration views
the military campaign against ISIS as
nearly complete and that U.S. goals
have now shifted to Iran’s presence in
Syria given the doubts that Russia is
willing and capable of ejecting Iran
from Syria.

Congress and the American people
deserve to hear directly from the
Trump administration whether in fact
this is our new strategy. When this
hearing is rescheduled, I expect the ad-
ministration to explain in detail its
proposed diplomatic engagement and
the plan for U.S. forces in Syria after
ISIS is defeated. I also want to know
what specific tools the administration
proposes to use to ensure the removal
of Iran from Syria; compel the Assad
regime to cease and Russia to cease
support for the bombing, torture, and
gassing of Syrian civilians; and hold
Assad’s brutal regime to account for
its crimes against the Syrian people, as
well as consequences for the Kremlin’s
support of this brutal regime.

In my view, Russia is fully culpable
for perpetuating the war in Syria and
rendering that country persistently un-
stable, a magnet for violent extremists
and a direct threat to Israel.

Now more than ever, we must shine a
light on Russia’s role in perpetuating
the conflict in Syria, as well as Rus-
sia’s role in the region. And while we
still await details on the disastrous
and embarrassing Helsinki summit be-
tween Presidents Trump and Putin, I
am deeply concerned that for the Syr-
ian people Helsinki made a bad situa-
tion worse.

I fear that President Trump did not
raise Russia’s war crimes in Syria,

such as Russian aircraft dropping Rus-
sian bombs in densely populated areas
of Syria. I doubt that President Trump
called Putin out for violating the dees-
calation agreement in southern Syria,
agreed to last year by the United
States, Russia, and Jordan. I am skep-
tical that President Trump pressed
Putin to commit to delivering Assad to
participate in good faith at the UN-led
process for a negotiated settlement
along the lines of Security Council
Resolution 2254. I doubt that President
Trump insisted that Russia break its
sinister alliance with Tehran that has
enabled the survival of Assad in Syria
and threatened the security of Israel.
And I see no indication that the admin-
istration is using any of the tools Con-
gress has given it—including manda-
tory sanctions provisions in the Coun-
tering American Adversaries Through
Sanctions Act of 2017, CAATSA—to
change the status quo in Syria or pre-
vent the looming assault on Idlib prov-
ince, where Russia is already engaged
in a bombing campaign alongside its
client Assad.

It seems to me that the administra-
tion is taking a backseat—or maybe
has gotten out of the car entirely—
while the Assad-Russia-Iran alliance is
left unchallenged to starve, torture,
and bomb the Syrian people into sub-
mission.

While the humanitarian dimensions
of this tragedy are reason enough for
the administration to take a different
approach, there are significant stra-
tegic consequences for allowing or ena-
bling an Assad-Russia-Iran partnership
to solidify as a salient feature of the
landscape of the Middle East. But in-
stead of U.S. leadership shaping the re-
gion, we have instead Vladimir Putin—
the man who has long ensured Bashar
al-Assad’s survival—flying around the
Middle East completing deals for base
access and weapons sales. And rather
than utilize the threat of CAATSA
sanctions to compel U.S. partners in
the Arab world to cease significant
purchases from the Russian defense
and intelligence sectors, the adminis-
tration instead sought a national secu-
rity waiver for this provision of the
law.

While the United States has backed
away from its key leadership role in
addressing the region’s conflicts, gov-
ernments in the Middle East rolled out
the red carpet for Putin and flocked to
Russia during the World Cup to sit by
his side and sign agreements for in-
creased cooperation.

Putin can only take away one mes-
sage from this posture by the Trump
administration: Russian activities and
influence in the Middle East will not be
challenged in any meaningful way by
the United States.
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