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Pentagon pick Ashton Carter
discusses Iraq and Ukraine at
Senate hearing 8 as it
happened

Ashton Carter faces nomination hearing at
Senate
Carter supports giving lethal arms to Ukraine
Senators grill nominee on strategies in Syria
and Iraq
Defense nominee pressed on Afghanistan
withdrawal plan

Alan Yuhas in New York
 @alanyuhas
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Senator McCain has adjourned the hearing, so
we’ll wrap our coverage of secretary of defense
nominee Ashton Carter with the summary below.

4 Feb 2015 16:14

Carter said he supports giving lethal arms to
the Ukrainian government for its war against
Russia-backed rebels in the nation’s east. He
said he is “strongly inclined” to provide
equipment, but not personnel, and that
Europe must continue to inflict punitive
sanctions to deal with “the big Putin lie”.

Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham
grilled Carter about US strategy in Syria, Iraq
and Afghanistan. The senators demanded
“conditions-based withdrawal” from
Afghanistan and a plan to deal with Syrian
leader Bashar al-Assad.

“The United States’ involvement is necessary,
but not sufficient” to defeat Isis, Carter said,
but he added that extremism will continue
beyond a successful campaign. “We need to be
thinking about terrorism more generally as a
more enduring part of our national security
mission,” he said.

Cyber capabilites are “not anywhere near
where we should be as a country,” and
upgrades would be part of Carter’s defense
agenda, he said. “Deterrence requires that a
potential enemy knows that you have the
ability to respond.”

“I don’t think it’s safe to keep bending”
military strategy to accommodate the budget,
Carter said, promising major reforms, a path
out of “the wilderness of sequester” and to be
“a stickler for chain of command.”

Carter said he would not give in to pressure
from the White House to accelerate the pace
of releases from Guantánamo Bay. He also
said he supported the exchange of five Tablian
prisoners for US POW Bowe Bergdahl.

Carter committed to reviews of the US nuclear
weapons program, but staunchly defended the
rationale for a ready US arsenal of nuclear
arms. He also promised to review ways to
improve the military’s efforts to combat sexual
assault.

Senator Tillis asks about the size of the US navy
fleet and its capabilities. “What would you share
with us that should make us feel OK for some
reduction in the fleet?”

“You have to look at quality and not just
quantity,” Carter says.

“We are the paramount navy in the world. … It
allows us to be present when things break
somewhere, whether it be a conflict or a natural
disaster. You see the Americans show up first.
How dio they do that? One of the ways they do
that through the navy. So I have a strong interest
in doing that not just through the quality but the
quantity as well.”

It’s all about the budget, he concludes.
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Carter: 'Isis' defeat won't be the end of
extremism'

Alaskan senator Dan Sullivan asks about the
endgame in the war against Isis, and Carter
responds by saying that even though he sees an
end to the terrorist group he thinks the US should
take a broader perspective.

“This won’t be the end of Islamist extremist
terrorism,” he says. “Our experience has been
that this is a movement that changes and shifts
and floats around the world.”

He says that even though he hopes “Islamic
extremism burns itself out” at some point, there
are still dangerous and socially isolated groups
and with outsize power provided by technology.

“We need to be thinking about terrorism more
generally as a more enduring part of our national
security mission … We need to be protecting
people whatever [terrorists] are thinking.”
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Ernst asks about surveillance versus privacy,
albeit in euphemistic terms.

She asks whether Carter has an opinion “in
regards to protecting our national security
interests” versus protecting the privacy of
normal citizens.

Carter dodges slightly, saying, the government
can “do a lot more” to protect Americans
without invading their privacy. “The federal
government does have a role in protecting the
country from cyber attack in the same way ti has
a role in protecting the country from other
attacks.”

The government can share information it has
collected about threats with private companies,
Carter says, as well as can conduct and sponsor
research for network defense.

“We’re not anywhere near where we should be
as a country,” he says, and people “would be
clamoring to do more” if they understood the
threats out there.
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Joni Ernst of Iowa says that technological
superiority is “one of our primary tools for
dominance on the battlefield,” but worries about
the advancing cyber capabilities of Russia, North
Korea and other countries.

Carter embraces her pitch. “Not only is our
civilian infrastructure susceptible to cyber
attack, but we have to be concerned about our
military infrastructure. As you say, there’s no
point in having planes and ships and armored
vehicles in today’s world if the network itself is
vulnerable.”

He says the network security in the Defense
Department “is not where it should be” to
defend against cyber attacks.
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Ayotte asks whether Carter thinks it wise to
transfer Guantánamo detainees to Yemen,
considering the current state of affairs in the
peninsular nation.

“That doesn’t sound very sensible,” Carter says,
predictably.

Ayotte’s last follow-up request is that Carter
come to New Hampshire, showering Carter with
yet another invitation to spend hang out with a
senator in their home state.
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Senator Kelly Ayotte now asks about Russian
violations about the INF treaty on nuclear
weapons, including a new cruise missile recently
revealed to be in development by the Federation.

“I’m told it’s quite clear that Russia has violated
the INF treaty. What are we going to do about it?”

We have options, Carter says: “I think we need to
remind Russia that it’s a two-way street … if
you’re absolved from your restrictions under
this treaty then we are too. … I think there are
defensive steps that we can take, there are
deterrent steps that we can take, and there are
counterforce steps that we can take.”

“The judgement behind the INF treaty was we’re
both better off [with the treaty], but these are
two way streets.”
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Martin Heinrich asks a follow-up question about
inmates at Guantánamo Bay, and Carter agrees
with him that there are people there who must
remain imprisoned.

“What can you do with the people in
Guantanamo that need to be incarcerated,”
Carter asks, “If not at Gitmo they need to be
incarcerated.”

“That’s a very difficult question, it’s partly a legal
one, it’s partly a practical one.” He says he’ll work
with the committee and the administration to
find a solution, but that “it’s plain as day that
[some prisoners] need to be incarcerated in a
super-max type place.”
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Cotton moves to Russia. “Right now there’s
fighting in Ukraine, much of it is over … the so-
called Minsk line where forces were separated in
September.”

He talks about the “little green men” – Russian
soldiers wearing unmarked uniforms acting in
support of the rebels. Cotton asks would those
soldiers be in a violation of the Geneva
conventions.

“I don’t know the international legal standard,
Carter says, but “I think the little green men are
part of the big lie, the big Putin lie, where he is
clearly pretending he is not violating the
integrity of a sovereign nation. … I don’t know
the legal sense but from the common sense of it”
Putin has violated Ukraine’s sovereignty.

Cotton says he wants Nato “on the lookout for
the little green men.”

4 Feb 2015 15:35

Arkansas’ Tom Cotton begins his second round of
questions, and asks Carter whether he thinks a
prisoner swap of five Taliban members for POW
Bob Bergdahl was the right decision.

“I have read the letters from all the joint chiefs of
staff … all of which express support for the
decision. I don’t want to speak for them but just
speaking fro myself, it does just boil down to one
thing, which you from your own distinguished
service understand, that we have for decades
and decades and decades … have a sacred duty to
bring back our fallen.”

“That was the motivation that the chiefs cited
that motivated their support … It obviously was a
difficult decision to make because of the five
people you cite, but knowing what I know about
the circumstances I would have supported it.”

Cotton is not happy: “Well I opposed it then and I
oppose it now, and Bowe Bergdahl was not
fallen, there were thousands of soldiers looking
for him.”

Cotton says Congress was not notified as the law
requires about the prisoner swap, and asks for
Carter’s assurance that he will abide by the law.
Carter assents.
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Cruz: “How would you characterize our
objective with respect to Isis?”

Carter: “To inflict a lasting defeat upon Isis. I
only include the word ‘lasting’ because they
need to stay defeated.”

Cruz: “What would be required militarily, to
destroy, or as you put it to inflict a lasting defeat
on Isis?”

Carter: “Militarily it would be a dismantlement of
their forces and their networks, and to get to the
point about lastingly, there’s a political
ingredient to this that I need to add, which is to
have them replaced in Iraq, and in Syria, with a
government that the people want to be part of, so
that they don’t have to be governed by maniacs
and terrorists.”
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Cruz harps on Israel and Iran, saying that it’s a
matter of public knowledge that the nation
possesses nuclear weapons. He says nobody
wants nuclear weapons just because Israel does,
but that the other nations in the area would
desire them should Iran gain such arms.

“The prospect of Iran having nuclear weapons is
a pretty fearful matter, and you don’t have to be
an Israeli or an American [to think so],” Carter
answers. Cruz keeps hunting for a condemnation
of US negotiations with Iran over the latter’s
nuclear program. He stops when Carter concedes
“the negotiations have precisely the opposite
objective” from keeping Iran completely free of
nuclear technology.

4 Feb 2015 15:25
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Senator Ted Cruz now takes center stage: “I have
been for some time critical of the Obama
administration’s foreign policy,” Cruz begins, in
understatement.

He says he wants to talk about threats to
America, starting with Iran: what danger would a
nuclear-armed Iran pose to the United States?

Carter: “In a phrase: exceptionally grave. That for
two reasons, one: they might use them, and two:
they might stimulate others to get them.”

Cruz: “What is it about the regime in Iran that
poses a significant threat?”

Carter: “Well if you take at face value what they
say, they have the ambition to wipe off the face
of the map other nations, namely Israel. They
have a along history of behaving in a disruptive
way, of supporting terrorism, of trying to
undermine other governments in the region.”
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King asks a follow-up about European defense
spending.

Carter: “I think they need to spend more on their
own defense, because their own defense is our
defense. That’s what being an ally is about. I’d
like to see them carry their full weight of being
an ally. As I said earlier i don’t think any
American can be satisfied with the defense
spending of our allies. I think it should be
higher.”
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I've worked for him - he's the real deal.

When?

Yes he sounds like a realist, most sensible approaches I
have heard.

Who cares who the Secretary of Defense is when the
incompetent Obama is in charge?

You do, evidently.

Ya cause obama is in control ok.
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