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DEMOCRATIC VALUES IN THE INDO-PACIFIC
IN AN ERA OF STRATEGIC COMPETITION
Wednesday, June 9, 2021

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,

SUBCOMMITTEE ON ASIA, THE PACIFIC,

CENTRAL ASIA, AND NONPROLIFERATION

COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 11:06 a.m., via
Webex, Hon. Ami Bera (chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Mr. BERA. Banging the virtual gavel. The Subcommittee on Asia,
the Pacific, and Nonproliferation will come to order.

Without objection, the chair is authorized to declare a recess of
the committee at any point.

And all members will have 5 days to submit statements, extra-
neous material, and questions for the record subject to the length
limitations in the rules. To insert something into the record, please
have your staff email the previously mentioned address or contact
full committee staff.

Please keep your video function on at all times, even when you
are not recognized by the chair.

Members are responsible for muting and unmuting themselves.
And please remember to mute yourself after you finish speaking.
Consistent with remote committee proceedings of H. Res. 8, staff
will only mute members and witnesses as appropriate when they
are not under recognition to eliminate background noise.

I see that we have a forum and will now recognize myself for
opening remarks.

I want to thank my good friend, the ranking member, Mr.
Chabot, the members of this subcommittee, and our witnesses and
members of the public for joining us at today’s hearing focused on
the important role of liberal norms and values in U.S. foreign pol-
icy toward the Indo-Pacific.

I have been very troubled by the democratic backsliding in coun-
tries across the world. According to the annual Freedom House,
Freedom of the World Report, 2020 saw the 15th consecutive year
of decline in global freedom. Unfortunately, some of the most sig-
nificant declines were in our region in Asia.

Having traveled, pre-pandemic to the region in 2019 and early
2020 to both Sri Lanka, Nepal, Malaysia, I was struck by the
struggles some of these young democracies were experiencing, as
well as the increasing challenge authoritarianism poses for fledg-
ling democratic institutions. Civil society organizations, journalists,
and human rights activists are routinely targeted for supporting
liberal norms and principals.
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We also saw some countries in the region introduce and adopt
legislation that discriminates against ethnic minority populations
and undermines the country’s secular identity and commitment to
pluralism. These worrying trends regrettably intensified with the
spread of COVID-19, during which we saw some governments fur-
ther back down on freedoms of the press and expression in efforts
to silence criticism or otherwise exploit the health crisis to fortify
their power over the opposition.

From the genocide of leaders in Xinjiang to the military coup in
Burma to the political crisis in Samoa, it is clear U.S. engagement
with this consequential region must also grapple with the ongoing
challenges to democratic norms and values.

I applaud the Biden Administration for the work it has done thus
far to restore values at the center of U.S. foreign policy, such as
working with allies and partners to impose sanctions on Chinese
officials for their human rights abuses in Xinjiang, and to promote
cooperation on Taiwan, as well as issuing the National Security
Study Memorandum in combatting corruption.

I fully agree with President Biden’s February speech on Amer-
ica’s place in the world that American leadership must meet this
new moment of advancing authoritarianism. To do that, we must
work to strengthen our democratic institutions at home as we con-
tinue to support human rights, democracy, and freedoms inter-
nationally. U.S. partners and adversaries alike need to know that
our commitment to these liberal norms is not a bargaining chip,
and that commitment will not change just because a strategic com-
petition is afoot.

That is why I am particularly pleased to have our witnesses
today, who will help us better understand the Biden Administra-
tion’s strategy for pushing back authoritarianism and the role that
democratic values play in our approach. Questions like, how should
the United States better help struggling democracies in the face of
spreading authoritarianism? In particular, how can the United
States better support the next generation of young people often
seen driving the necessary political changes as we have seen with
the protests in Hong Kong and Thailand, and the civil disobedience
movement in Burma? How should we hold our adversaries and al-
lies alike accountable for undermining democratic norms and val-
ues? How can we better message our approach in our unique
strengths when U.S. adversaries are playing by a different rule
book that attempts to undermine the liberal world order?

I look forward to our witnesses’ testimony in today’s hearing, and
now will yield 5 minutes to my friend from Ohio, our ranking mem-
ber, Representative Steve Chabot, for his opening comments.

Mr. CHABOT. I want to thank Chairman Bera for holding this im-
portant hearing today. And I would also like to thank our panel of
witnesses for providing their insight on how the Biden Administra-
tion intends to protect democratic values and advance human
rights and the rule of law in the Indo-Pacific in an era of strategic
competition.

In the 25 years that I served in Congress and on the Foreign Af-
fairs Committee, I have always tried to make the promotion of
human rights a top priority. During that time, we have witnessed
multiple countries in the Indo-Pacific transitioning toward democ-



3

racy. We have also seen democratic backsliding, as the chairman
mentioned, often at the hands of violent authoritarians with the
tacit or explicit support of those who wish to see democracy fail.

Today, however, our support for democratic values in the region
takes place against the backdrop of great power competition that
is really an ideological rivalry between two competing value sys-
tems: that of the United States and our fellow democracies and
that of the Chinese Communist Party.

At home, Beijing has shown a blatant disregard for human rights
and the rule of law, whether it is their dismantling of democratic
institutions in Hong Kong or they are committing genocide against
Uyghurs and other ethnic minorities in China.

Abroad, the CCP’s efforts to undermine trust in democratic insti-
tutions and use political and economic pressure to promote their
form of authoritarian government are totally at odds with our val-
ues. For instance, we know that the parties most fervent desire is
to extinguish the light of democracy in Taiwan. And Beijing is at-
tempting to test the strength of other fledgling democracies across
the globe through corruption, disinformation, ruthlessly aggressive
economic practices, and foreign interference in democratic proc-
esses.

Make no mistake, the CCP will continue to subvert freedom and
democracy in the Indo-Pacific and beyond until either it does or it
does not reach its goal of regional and, ultimately, global hegem-
ony.

In this era of strategic competition and in the wake of a global
pandemic, it is crucial that the United States remain actively en-
gaged in the Indo-Pacific to strengthen democratic institutions and
provide countries with a model of governance that protects the
rights of its people and promotes transparency and accountability.

Finding the right approach to addressing human rights’ abuses
while competing with the PRC, however, is critically important. We
do not want to push countries into the PRC’s arms, nor can we sac-
rifice our values. It is this administration’s task, therefore, to ad-
vance both our interests and our values without compromising ei-
ther.

That said, now is not the time to tread lightly. Doing so would
put vulnerable countries at greater risk. In particular, I would like
to highlight Cambodian and Burma, which—Cambodia and Burma,
which have witnessed alarming democratic backsliding in recent
years.

As co-chairman of the congressional Cambodia Caucus, along
with my Democratic colleague, Alan Lowenthal, we have consist-
ently denounced Prime Minister Hun Sen’s increasingly repressive
campaign to stamp out democracy in Cambodia, and will continue
to do so. Human rights and the protection of fundamental demo-
cratic freedoms are integral to our bilateral relationship. So far,
international condemnation of visa sanctions have not compelled
Hun Sen to respect the rule of law, and so we must do much more
in Cambodia.

And I want to commend Congressman Lowenthal for his deter-
mination in this area. And it has been a pleasure to work with
him.
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In Burma, we have witnessed the disintegration of democracy in
real time. On February 1, the Burmese military seized control and
detained top political leaders. Since then, several hundred innocent
people have been callously murdered and thousands more have
been arbitrarily detained, including Americans. This brutal coup is
a blatant violation of the rights of the Burmese people who, to their
credit, have been courageously and peacefully protesting these hei-
nous crimes.

These recent events only add to the atrocities carried out by the
Burmese military against the Rohingya, which have left over a mil-
lion people displaced. We must continue to stand with the people
of Burma in their struggle for democracy. That is why Congress-
man Levin and I sponsored a resolution condemning Burma’s mili-
tary for their assault against democracy, and why I sponsored a
resolution in 2018 that called the atrocities against the Rohingya
what they were, genocide. Both resolutions passed the House with
overwhelming bipartisan support, demonstrating our commitment
to human rights in Burma.

While there is still much work to be done in the Indo-Pacific to
protect and promote freedom, the rule of law, I still believe democ-
racy will prevail. I look forward to hearing from our panel of wit-
nesses on how the Biden Administration intends to achieve these
important goals.

b Tll{lank you for holding this hearing, Mr. Chairman, and I yield
ack.

Mr. BERA. Thank you to the ranking member, Mr. Chabot.

Let me now introduce our witnesses. We have Mr. Scott Busby,
the acting principal deputy assistant secretary for the Bureau of
Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. Mr. Dean Thompson is the
acting assistant secretary for the Bureau of South and Central
Asian Affairs. Mr. Francisco Bencosme is the senior advisor to the
acting assistant secretary for East Asia and Pacific Affairs Bureau.
And last is Mr. Craig Hart, the acting senior deputy assistant ad-
ministrator for East Asia and the Pacific for USAID.

I thank all the witnesses for being here today, and will now rec-
ognize each witness for 5 minutes. Without objection, your pre-
pared written statements will be made part of the record.

I will now invite Mr. Busby for his testimony.

STATEMENT OF SCOTT BUSBY, ACTING PRINCIPAL DEPUTY
ASSISTANT SECRETARY, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE, BU-
REAU OF DEMOCRACY, HUMAN RIGHTS AND LABOR

Mr. BusBY. Thank you, Mr. Chair and Ranking Member Chabot
and the others of the committee who are here today. We appreciate
the opportunity you have given me and my colleagues to appear be-
fore you today to testify on the very important and timely issue of
democratic values in the Indo-Pacific region in an era of strategic
competition.

I would also like to thank the committee for its continued leader-
ship in advancing U.S. values and interests and supporting our en-
gagement in this region.

The administration is committed to putting democratic values at
the center of U.S. foreign policy because doing so holds the key to
achieving our interest. The United States recognizes that our own
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prosperity and security are inextricably tied to the Indo-Pacific re-
gion, and so the region is a leading U.S. foreign policy priority. We
seek to maintain strong ties with the peoples of the region by am-
plifying the role of civil society in protecting and promoting human
rights and fundamental freedoms, including through our innovative
democracy and human rights programming.

While democracy expanded across the Indo-Pacific after the cold
war, more recently we have seen backsliding. Some governments
have sought to increase control over their populations, triggering
an erosion of respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms, and
democratic processes

[inaudible].

In addition, the Indo-Pacific region is increasingly troubled by
provocations, economic coercion, authoritarianism, and malign in-
fluence. Information manipulation, whether it is through media
i:apture, censorship, or disinformation campaigns, is a global prob-
em.

China actively seeks political, economic, and strategic advantage,
including to the spread of propaganda and disinformation and si-
lencing critical voices. Disinformation has profoundly changed how
people vote, obtain healthcare, and treat vulnerable members of
minority groups. Responsible governments must not suppress fac-
tual information, nor permit their officials to contribute to the
spread of misinformation.

The PRC government is increasingly pressuring nations through-
out the region to subordinate their freedom and autonomy to a
quote, “common destiny,” close quote, under a PRCsphere of influ-
ence.

Beijing has invested heavily in efforts to degrade U.S. strengths
and prevent us from promoting and defending our values and our
interests and upholding the international rules-based order. The
PRC continues to refine its brand of techno-authoritarianism and
deploys and proliferates technologies, both old and new, to this end.
We continue to support the PRC’s neighbors and commercial part-
ners in defending their rights and autonomy.

To address these challenges, democratic partners and allies re-
main an important strategic asset, and expanding our engagement
with them is central to achieving our human rights and democratic
governance goals in the Indo-Pacific. This was evidenced by the
President’s decision to hold his first bilateral summit meetings
with Japan and the Republic of Korea, where our joint commit-
fI‘nentg to democracy, good governance, and human rights were rein-
orced.

We are also increasing our engagement through the Quad,
ASEAN, the Pacific Islands Forum, and, of course, the United Na-
tions.

Our early reengagement with the U.N. Human Rights Council

[inaudible] Recently rejoining the Council’s core group on Sri
Lanka and helping to advance the Sri Lanka and Burma resolu-
tions demonstrates our renewed commitment to joint action.

We have also increased our coordination with like-minded allies
in imposing costs on those responsible for human rights abuses and
undermining democratic values in the region. This is reflected in
the sanctions we and others have imposed on senior Burmese mili-
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tary officials responsible for the coup and the entities that support
them, as well as the parallel sanctions implemented on March 22
by the U.S., EU, UK., and Canada against PRC officials and enti-
ties responsible for the egregious human rights violations in
Xinjiang.

In an effort to buttress democratic governance globally, President
Biden has committed to convening a global summit for democracy
to ensure broad cooperation among allies and partners on the val-
ues we hold most dear. The summit will be an acknowledgment
that all countries have different challenges on the path of democra-
tization, and we all, including the United States, must institute re-
forms and recommit ourselves to these universal values.

From the PRC’s genocide and crimes against humanity in
Xinjiang, dismantling of Hong Kong’s high degree of autonomy, to
recent backsliding on democratic governance in Sri Lanka, the mili-
tary coup in Burma, and the ongoing pervasive repression in North
Korea, we are grappling with a wide array of human rights chal-
lenges in the Indo-Pacific region. We describe with greater speci-
ficity in our testimoneys these challenges and how we are seeking
to address them.

Mr. Chair, promoting democracy, human rights, and the rule of
law in the Indo-Pacific region is not just the right thing to do, it
also advances our strategic interests by building more stable and
a prosperous society. It supports our economic goals, it empowers
citizens to hold their governments accountable, and it aligns Amer-
ican leadership with the aspirations of everyday people in the re-
gion, strengthening bonds that we hope will last for generations.

With continued U.S. engagement, backed by congressional sup-
port, we will continue to emphasize that the promotion of democ-
racy, human rights, and the rule of law benefit the Indo-Pacific re-
gion. We will continue to consult closely with you on our path for-
ward and are pleased to answer any questions you may have.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Busby follows:]



7

Scott Busby, Acting Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary, Bureau of Democracy, Human
Rights, and Labor, U.S. Department of State

Testimony Before the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, Central Asia,
and Nonproliferation

Washington, D.C., June 9, 2021

Democratic Values in the Indo-Pacific in an Era of Strategic Competition

Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, and distinguished Members of the Subcommittee,
thank you for the opportunity to appear before you today to testify on the very important and
timely issue of democratic values in the Indo-Pacific in an era of strategic competition. We
would also like to thank the Subcommittee for its continued leadership in advancing U.S.
interests and supporting our engagement within the Indo-Pacific region.

As both President Biden and Secretary Blinken have said, the Biden-Harris Administration is
committed to putting democratic norms and institutions at the center of U.S. policy. Democratic
values hold the key to freedom, prosperity, peace, resilience, and dignity. The United States
recognizes that our future prosperity and security are inextricably tied to the Indo-Pacific region,
and so the region is a leading U.S. foreign policy priority. Maintaining strong ties with peoples
of the region allows us to reinforce the international rules-based order and buttress democratic
values and human rights across the region. At the same time, we must focus on the role of civil
society in the region to advance values that underpin stability, peace, and prosperity including
transparency, good governance, and respect for human rights and the rule of law.

Regional Overview

During this era of strategic competition, the Indo-Pacific is the most dynamic and fastest-
growing region on Earth. Significantly more people in South and Southeast Asia are living in
democracies than 35 years ago, although millions still live under repressive and authoritarian
governments. Across the region, we have seen backsliding in democratic governance and
respect for human rights, especially in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. Strategic competitors
deploy coercive measures and push disinformation to weaken nascent democracies as well as
authoritarian systems with weak institutions in an effort to reshape the international order. Some
governments, fearing the fragility of their internal power structures, have sought to increase
control over their populations, resulting in an erosion of respect for human rights and
fundamental freedoms. This has led to a rise in attacks against human rights defenders;
increased censorship and surveillance of a range of groups including journalists, media
organizations, trade unions, civil society, members of religious and ethnic minority groups, and
political opposition both online and offline. Increased gender-based violence; exploitation of
labor, including forced and child labor; impunity; and erosion of the rule of law accompany this
increased repression.
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We pursue our goals in the Indo-Pacific region by strongly supporting the advancement of
democracy, good governance and transparency, rule of law, and human rights. We work to
strengthen our relationships with the people of the region and their democratically elected
governments. We seek to strengthen core institutions of democracy and protect and promote
human rights. Promoting democracy and human rights in the Indo-Pacific region and around the
world is not just the right thing to do; it also strengthens our strategic presence and advances our
strategic interests. It is the best inoculation against regional pressures and malign influence. It
helps build more stable societies, it supports our economic goals, it empowers citizens to hold
their governments accountable, and it aligns American leadership with the aspirations of
everyday people in the region, strengthening bonds that will last generations.

Cooperation with Likeminded Partners and Allies

As President Biden and Secretary Blinken have emphasized, partners and allies are our greatest
strategic asset, and they are central to achieving our collective goals in the Indo-Pacific. Our
commitment to the expansion of democratic development and human rights creates responsible
and reliable partners who share our most fundamental values. Our democratic partnerships
enable us to present a common front and a unified vision to promote high standards,
international rules, and accountability and to ensure the international system continues to deliver
for all. We work with our allies and partners, including civil society and human rights defenders,
to modernize international cooperation to address the challenges of this century. Our partners in
the region are more likely to work with us on these issues if they know that the United States
remains committed to maintaining our leadership in the region and that we will stand by them in
moments of need. To advance the vision we share with so many of the region’s people, we must
be present and principled at the same time.

The United States works at every level to strengthen our longstanding alliances, deepen bilateral
partnerships, and cooperate closely with multilateral organizations and groupings in the region.
The fact that President Biden’s first two bilateral summits were with Japan and the Republic of
Korea demonstrate the importance of these alliances to ourselves and our goals in the region.
We will strengthen and stand with our allies, work with likeminded partners, and pool our
collective strength to advance shared interests and deter common threats. The United States
works with regional leaders such as the Republic of Korea, India, New Zealand, and Taiwan,
with allies such as the Philippines and Thailand, and with partners such as Bangladesh, Nepal,
and Sri Lanka, to strengthen their resiliency and ability to deter foreign malign influence,
including from Beijing. We will also work with multilateral organizations, partnerships, and
multistakeholder initiatives such as the Open Government Partnership to advance our values.
We will continue to engage with civil society through frameworks such as the U.S.-Taiwan-
Japan Global Cooperation and Training Framework.

Regional Groupings: The Biden Administration sees the Quad partnership between the United
States, India, Japan, and Australia as a key vehicle to advance our shared vision for the Indo-
Pacific. Our key deliverables include cooperation on COVID-19 vaccines, climate change, and
critical and emerging technologies, as well as encouraging the Quad to have a greater focus on
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promoting democratic resilience and countering foreign malign influence. Our strategy to
increase cooperation with ASEAN seeks to uphold the rules-based system that underpins
regional prosperity and stability. As we face dangerous trends in the region, we will focus on
expanding ASEAN’s institutional capacity, particularly the ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on Human Rights and other human rights focused mechanisms, in order to help
overcome these challenges. The Pacific Islands Forum and other multilateral organizations in
the region are valuable platforms to discuss and advance shared interests, first and foremost
being climate change which is considered the number one national security concern for Pacific
Island countries and territories. The United States is a founding member of the Pacific
Community and we support its work in the Pacific Islands on disaster resilience, environmental
protection, health, renewable energy, human rights, women’s empowerment, and sustainable
economic development for more than 70 years. And, our early re-engagement in the UN
Human Rights Council, rejoining the Council’s core group on Sri Lanka, and work on the Sri
Lanka and Burma resolutions demonstrates this commitment.

Foreign Malign Influence

The Indo-Pacific region is increasingly troubled by economic coercion, elite and media capture,
and covert and corrupt political influence by authoritarian powers. Both PRC and Russia have
invested heavily in efforts to check U.S. strengths and prevent us from defending our interests
and promoting democratic institutions and norms in the Indo-Pacific region. For example,
Beijing’s overt military modernization coupled with aggressive use of economic leverage and
support for authoritarian and abusive governments, present an urgent challenge to our vital
interests in the Indo-Pacific region and around the world. The PRC is pressuring nations
throughout the region to subordinate their freedom and autonomy to a “common destiny”
envisioned by the Chinese Communist Party.

We will stand with our allies and partners to combat new threats aimed at our democracies,
ranging from cross-border provocations, malicious cyber activities, and disinformation to
infrastructure and energy coercion. We will support the PRC’s neighbors and commercial
partners in defending their rights and autonomy. We promote locally-led development to combat
the manipulation of local priorities. We work to address corruption that leads local leaders to
make decisions in their own self interest at the expense of the public good. We support Taiwan,
a leading democracy and a critical economic and security partner, in line with longstanding
American policies and commitments. We take measures to encourage U.S. companies doing
business with the PRC to operate in line with U.S. laws and democratic norms. And we stand up
for democracy, human rights, and human dignity when they are undermined by foreign actors.
Our collaboration and partnership with Malaysia in assisting with investigations and the recovery
of more than $1.2 billion in assets associated with the IMDB corruption scheme underscores our
commitment to good governance.

Sri Lanka: Sri Lanka’s location astride critical sea lanes that cross the Indian Ocean puts it at the
center of competition in the region. Recent backsliding on major indicators of democratic
governance, anticorruption, transitional justice, reconciliation, and human rights has led to
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increased international attention and pressure. This has pushed Sri Lanka’s government to look
to Beijing for support within international organizations. The United States will continue to
promote conditions for a sovereign, stable, democratic, and inclusive Sri Lanka that respects the
human rights and fundamental freedoms of all persons in Sri Lanka.

Cambodia: We regularly raise our concerns about malign PRC influence and activities with the
Cambodian leadership, including the major renovation project at Ream Naval Base. Through
public diplomacy, the Department is raising concern over the Cambodian government’s
harassment and politically motivated attacks against civil society and the political opposition.
These undemocratic actions coupled with weak democratic institutions and pervasive corruption
make space for PRC activities that undermine Cambodia’s hard-won sovereignty. Through our
assistance programs, we are supporting Cambodian civil society as they press for fundamental
freedoms to be respected and for responsive governance.

Democratic Backsliding, Authoritarianism, and Corruption

Democracy is backsliding and authoritarianism rising globally and in the Indo-Pacific region. To
address this, President Biden committed to convening a Summit for Democracy as part of our
efforts to renew democracy at home and abroad. We will also take special aim at confronting
corruption, which rots democracy from the inside, defending against authoritarianism and
advancing human rights.

We defend and promote human rights and address discrimination and inequity, particularly for
women and girls, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalized populations. We will crack
down on tax havens and illicit financing that contribute to income inequality, fund terrorism, and
generate pernicious foreign influence. We will coordinate the use of economic tools, leveraging
our collective strength to advance our common interests. We will work with companies,
governments, and unions to ensure inclusive economic growth and promote women’s economic
empowerment. We will also continue to support the work of investigative journalists, civil
society, and anticorruption activists to reveal corruption, support accountability, and drive reform
through efforts such as the Global Anti-Corruption Consortium. We will join with like-minded
democracies to develop and defend trusted critical supply chains and technology infrastructure,
and to promote pandemic preparedness and clean energy. We will lead in promoting shared
standards and forge new partnerships on emerging technologies, space, cyber space, health and
biological threats, climate and the environment, women’s empowerment, and human rights.

Burma: On February 1, the Burmese military overthrew the country’s democratically elected
government in a coup d'état, detaining senior civilian leaders, including President Win Myint and
State Counsellor Aung San Suu Kyi, imposing a state of emergency, and aggressively clamping
down on the exercise of fundamental freedoms and access to information. The United States led
the international response to the coup, working with likeminded partners and regional allies to
promote a swift return to democracy, pressure the military to change its behavior, and ensure
those responsible for the coup and violence against civilians are held to account. We also
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continue to lead humanitarian efforts to meet the needs of people displaced within Burma and
refugees who seek protection across borders, including Rohingya.

DPRK: North Korea is one of the most totalitarian and repressive states in the world, and it
continues to brutalize its people, including the more than an estimated 100,000 individuals who
suffer unspeakable abuses in the regime’s political prison camps. The Administration just
concluded its policy review and while our goal remains the complete denuclearization of the
Korean Peninsula, progress on North Korea’s egregious human rights situation is integral to a
long-term and durable solution.

Thailand: As partners and allies, we regularly emphasize the importance of protecting human
rights and fundamental freedoms, and underscore the need for tangible progress in these areas in
order to expand the U.S. - Thai relationship. Since 2019 national elections, we have seen the
targeting of political opposition parties, as well as a continued array of challenges restricting
civic space and freedoms of expression, association, and assembly.

Hong Kong: Beijing has continued to dismantle Hong Kong’s high degree of autonomy,
inconsistent with its obligations under the Sino-British Joint Declaration and Hong Kong’s Basic
Law. We will continue to speak out consistently and jointly with allies and partners to condemn
moves taken by the PRC and Hong Kong authorities to undermine Hong Kong’s autonomy and
liberty, and we will use all appropriate tools at our disposal to impose costs for these actions.

We will also urge our partners to speak out on these issues, and we will continue to assist Hong
Kongers who wish to flee the deteriorating environment in the region.

Malaysia: Following several years of increasing space for public discourse, national security and
media laws are once again being used by the government to target journalists, media outlets, and
Malaysian citizens exercising their right to freedom of expression. In March, an emergency
ordinance granted the government sweeping powers against “fake news” related to COVID-19.
King Abdullah declared a nationwide state of emergency in January 2021, citing the COVID-19
pandemic.

Nepal: President Bhandari dissolved Parliament on May 22 for the second time in five months
and Nepal is now headed for elections in November 2021. Following the first dissolution of
Parliament in December 2020, Nepal’s Supreme Court intervened two months later to reinstate
legislature, demonstrating the value of strong institutions. We will continue to express support
for strong, accountable institutions in Nepal, and we are heartened that for the most part recent
political infighting has remained within the confines of the law and disputes have been settled
through the courts.

Information Manipulation

Information manipulation, whether it is through media capture, censorship, or disinformation
campaigns is a global problem. China actively seeks political, economic, and strategic
advantage, including through the spread of propaganda and disinformation and silencing critical
voices. In the Indo-Pacific region, disinformation has profoundly changed how people vote,
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obtain health care, and treat vulnerable members of minority groups. Responsible governments
must not suppress factual information nor permit their officials to contribute to the spread of
misinformation.

Taiwan: Taiwan is an example of a success story, showing that democracies are best positioned
to defend against disinformation. In response to the PRC disinformation campaign surrounding
the January 2020 presidential election, Taiwan successfully adopted a series of measures to
combat the campaign that ultimately proved successful. Taiwan has also invested in long-term
initiatives to counter disinformation through enhanced media literacy campaigns. The United
States and Japan have also partnered with Taiwan and Sweden to train journalists from around
the region in a Global Cooperation and Training Framework workshop.

Nepal: In Nepal, disinformation about the pandemic led some Nepalis to believe in spurious
cures for COVID-19 as well as supposed natural immunities to it. PRC propaganda and
disinformation campaigns have been used for PRC land grabs in Bhutan, Nepal, and India. The
United States is funding efforts to combat disinformation and to train Nepalis to detect
disinformation.

India: As large democracies, the United States and India have a special responsibility to combat
misinformation with a rights-respecting approach. We seek to work with the Government of
India and Internet businesses to respect freedom of expression while combatting dis- and
misinformation. We believe the best response to misinformation is more, truthful information.
Misinformation has cost lives in India and so has lack of access to independent information.
Prior to the pandemic, misinformation led to several instances of “cow-lynchings” in which
hooligans, inflamed by social media, assaulted people suspected of harming cattle. At the onset
of the pandemic in India, some leveraged social media to blame Muslims for the spread of
COVID-19, even going so far as to accuse their neighbors and fellow countrymen of “corona
jihad”. The government levied content restrictions on and demanded content take downs of
social media companies negatively impacting access to information and freedom of expression.

Freedoms of Expression, Association, and Peaceful Assembly

The Indo-Pacific region is home to a vibrant and active civil society. Countries like India,
Bangladesh, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand have vibrant and diverse civil society
organizations; however, the region has not been immune to a worldwide trend of repressive
government restrictions on the freedoms of expression, association, and peaceful assembly. We
are troubled by restrictions on both traditional and online media around the world, including in
the Indo-Pacific region. In some countries, defamation and national security laws have been
used to harass, intimidate, and silence journalists and bloggers.

Throughout South Asia, we see constraints on liberties such as freedom of expression and
association. In Bangladesh, the restrictive Digital Security Act (DSA) infringes upon the
exercise of freedom of expression both online and offline and targets civil society, media, the
political opposition, and religious minorities. Government measures in Bangladesh restrict
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freedom of expression and authorize the criminalization of defamation and slander, offenses
most other democracies consider civil infractions. In Nepal, regulations governing the media
and online environment carry criminal penalties that trigger self-censorship. Bhutanese internet
has flourished with news on blogs and social media, though posters risk defamation lawsuits and
national security charges filed against them and actively self censor. In India, authorities tell
U.S. businesses to block social media content, including posts relating to public health, and
charge or arrest journalists for the same, at the height of the country’s COVID-19 surge when
up-to-date information is needed most. India’s enforcement of its Foreign Contribution
Regulation Act resulted in the deregistration of over 1,500 civil society organizations, and
closure of such prominent organizations as Amnesty International India.

The same is true in Southeast Asia. In Malaysia, officials have tightened restrictions on freedom
of expression, and government critics can be charged under Malaysia’s sedition laws. And in
countries like Vietnam, an increasing number of journalists and online activists continue to suffer
harassment or remain in prison for peacefully expressing their views, despite modest
improvements in respect for human rights over the last decade.

A free and open Internet as well as an independent press are instrumental in rooting out
corruption and increasing government accountability. This is why access to information is
critical in our democracy promotion strategy. In the region, we have seen explosive growth in
Internet access and usage, sometimes catching governments by surprise, even, as they grapple
with how to manage this flow of information. We believe access to information and respect for
freedom of expression are important indicators of a democracy’s health.

Across the region, we support more than 100 innovative programs that increase the effectiveness
of local civil society organizations to improve their communities on their terms. Our programs
have trained labor activists, promoted women’s empowerment, and enabled citizen journalists to
connect, share, and publish their work. We have used rapid response mechanisms to provide
immediate relief and help to activists, civil society leaders, and their organizations when a
government threatens their human rights or organizational operations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Mr. Chairman, we continue to advance a free and open Indo-Pacific region by
reinforcing democratic principles, human rights and good governance. The Indo-Pacific region
encompasses countries at varying stages of democratic transition. A common thread is their
people increasingly demand democratic approaches—better services, more transparency, greater
tolerance for and protection of religious and ethnic diversity, and expanded opportunities to
participate in and benefit from economic growth. The Department of State will continue to
support these countries and their people as they seek to strengthen and sustain democratic
governance and protect and promote respect for human rights. With continued U.S. engagement
backed by Congressional support, we are hopeful democracy will expand in the Indo-Pacific
region. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today , and we are pleased to answer any
questions you may have.
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Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Busby.
I now invite Mr. Thompson to give his testimony.

STATEMENT OF DEAN THOMPSON, ACTING ASSISTANT SEC-
RETARY, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF STATE, BUREAU OF SOUTH
AND CENTRAL ASTAN AFFAIRS

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you, Chairman Bera, Ranking Member
Chabot, and distinguished members of the subcommittee. Thank
you for inviting me to testify on democratic values in the Indo-Pa-
cific in an era of strategic competition. I am honored to be here
today alongside my colleagues.

From the world’s largest democracy in India to one of its smallest
in Maldives, the democratic tradition remains strong in South Asia.
That said, homegrown challenges centered around constraints to
freedom of expression, association, and religion threaten those tra-
ditions. A threat that is compounded by the malign influence of
governments such as China and Russia. This makes the work we
do to bolster these governments and citizens’ abilities to recognize
and combat this malign influence that much more important.

Sri Lanka is Asia’s oldest democracy, and its elections are largely
free, fair, and nonviolent, despite a troubled history. While we have
pledged to work with Sri Lanka’s democratically elected leaders, we
take seriously the challenges posed by the increased militarization
of government functions and diminished space for civil society.

Nepal is a young Federal democratic republic that has made ad-
mirable progress in its democratic journey. Observers have charac-
terized elections as generally well-conducted. At the same time,
President Bhandari dissolved parliament for the second time in 5
months on May 22. While the past year has seen continuous polit-
ical inflating, it has remained within the confines of the law and
disputes have been settled through the course.

Bhutan is a democratic success story in South Asia. It has helped
three elections since its King abdicated absolute power in 2008.
The most recent election in 2018 was widely viewed as free and
fair, and the reins of government passed peacefully from one polit-
ical party to another.

In Maldives, we have seen a clear expression of the Maldivian
people’s commitment to democracy with nearly 90 percent of eligi-
ble voters casting ballots in the 2018 Presidential election.

India remains the world’s largest democracy with a strong rule
of law and independent judiciary and enjoys a strong and growing
strategic partnership with the United States. However, some of the
Indian Government’s actions have raised concerns and are incon-
sistent with India’s democratic values. This includes increasing re-
striction on freedom of expression and the detention of human
rights activists and journalists. The United States regularly en-
gages India on these issues, including the important work of civil
society.

As is the case around the world, the PRC government uses a
combination of economic levers and soft power to pressure South
Asian countries to align with its interests, and smaller countries
are especially vulnerable to this pressure.

Common issues among South Asian countries include strong ties
between local political elites and PRC economic interests, wide-
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spread political and economic corruption, and a lack of ready alter-
natives to PRC financing, creating a climate of dependency. These
conditions limit the flexibility and independence of many countries
in their bilateral relationship with the PRC and can weaken their
institutions and rule of law.

To assist these countries in facing these challenges, the United
States employs a number of strategic programs aimed at helping
them increase their national resilience by strengthening their core
democratic values. In Fiscal Year 2020, State and USAID bilateral
assistance for democracy to South Asia totaled almost $69 million
or 14 percent of our South Asia total.

In Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, SCA
supports these objectives through the $14 million South Asia Gov-
ernance Fund, our small grants program run in partnership with
the Asia Foundation. Projects supported by this fund seek to
strengthen civic participation and democratic norms, enable citizen
access to credible information, build trust and participatory govern-
ance, and increase communities’ resilience to foreign and malign
influence and corruption.

Public diplomacy plays an outside role in supporting and
strengthening efforts to mitigate malign influence. Every speaker
program, American space event, cultural collaboration, media inter-
views, social media posts, or exchange program is part of a sus-
tained long-term campaign to build core democratic values, em-
power local voices, and build networks that can challenge foreign
malign influence.

Mr. Chairman, thank you, and the other members of this com-
mittee, for your continued support of these vital efforts. Our ability
to invest our time and resources on these critical issues in South
Asia remains in our national interest. Our support for democratic
values and human rights helps build a more free and open Indo-
Pacific region, enhances good governance, improving security and
facilitating human development.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I look forward to your
questions.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Thompson follows:]
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STATEMENT OF DEAN THOMPSON, ACTING ASSISTANT SECRETARY, BUREAU
OF SOUTH AND CENTRAL ASIAN AFFAIRS, BEFORE THE HOUSE FOREIGN
AFFAIRS SUBCOMMITTEE ON ASIA AND THE PACIFIC

Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, and Distinguished Members of the Subcommittee:
Thank you for inviting me to testify on democratic values in the Indo-Pacific in an era of
strategic competition with the PRC and Russia. I am honored to be here today alongside my
State Department and U.S. Agency for International Development colleagues to discuss this
critical issue.

South Asia is a cornerstone of the U.S. vision for a free and open Indo-Pacific. From the world’s
largest democracy in India to one of its smallest in Maldives, the democratic tradition remains
strong in South Asia. Nevertheless, a number of challenges — including corruption, intimidation
of journalists and civil society organizations, and the lure of “quick and easy” authoritarian
solutions to problems such as the COVID-19 pandemic — continue to threaten those traditions.
The threat is compounded by the harmful influence of governments such as China and Russia,
making the work we do to bolster these governments’ and citizens’ ability to recognize and
combat this malign influence that much more important.

The ability of governments to uphold the basic democratic values that enable democracy and the
rule of law is an essential component to maintaining a free and open Indo-Pacific region. Our
goal continues to be working with our partners inside and outside government to maintain and
strengthen those values as well as to cement gains in human rights and religious freedom.

Sri Lanka

In Asia’s oldest democracy, Sri Lankan elections are largely free and fair, and non-violent,
despite its troubled history. While the COVID-19 pandemic limited international monitoring,
domestic observers judged presidential and parliamentary elections held in 2019 and 2020 to be
free and fair, as well as peaceful and well-managed.

While we have pledged to work with Sri Lanka’s democratically elected leaders, we take
seriously the challenges posed by the increased militarization of government functions and
diminished space for civil society. In October 2020, President Rajapaksa used his coalition’s
supermajority in parliament to pass a constitutional amendment that consolidated power in the
executive and reinstated most of the president’s constitutional powers that had been abolished in
2015.

Nepal

In Nepal, we are working with the government to advance its transition to federalism by building
the capacity of the national and local governments to become more transparent and accountable.

Nepal is a young federal democratic republic, with the 2015 constitution establishing the current
system of government. It has made some progress in its democratic journey, including by
improving the lives of its citizens and protecting political rights, and observers have
characterized elections as generally well-conducted. The past year has seen some contentious
political infighting, though it remained within the confines of the law and disputes have been
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settled through the courts. President Bhandari dissolved Parliament for the second time in five
months on May 22 after Prime Minister Oli failed a vote of confidence. New elections are
planned for November. We call on all parties to continue to resolve differences peacefully and
through legal, constitutional, and electoral means.

Although Nepal has a recent history of a relatively free and open media, freedom of expression is
not fully protected under the law. Some officials regularly threaten it with newly proposed laws
restricting speech in some form, particularly with social media.

Bhutan

Bhutan is a democratic success story in South Asia. In 2018 Bhutan conducted its third
democratic election since the Fourth King of Bhutan abdicated absolute power and paved the
way for parliamentary elections in 2008. The 2018 election was widely viewed as free and fair,
and the reins of government passed peacefully from one political party to another. Although we
do not have formal diplomatic relations with Bhutan, we maintain warm, informal ties. Our
investment in people-to-people exchanges has led to a robust relationship with their government,
whose leadership consists of many alumni of U.S.-government funded International Visitor
Leadership Programs and Humphrey Fellowships. In recent years we have expanded our
cooperation with Bhutan through STEM programs, headed by USAID, NASA, and the State
Department. We hope to build on this by beginning cooperation on clean city initiatives and
combatting climate change with the only carbon negative country on the planet.

Maldives

The 2018 election of President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih ushered in a new chapter in Maldivian
history and placed the country on a clear upward trajectory on democratic governance and
human rights metrics. With nearly 90 percent of the eligible population voting, this was a clear
expression of the Maldivian people’s commitment to democracy. The country voted for reform
to reverse years of increasing corruption and authoritarian tendencies. We quickly mobilized
support for President Solih’s reform agenda after the election to help bolster the country’s
democratic institutions and good governance.

Following multiple delays caused by the pandemic, Maldives held free and fair local council
elections in April 2021. These elections were particularly consequential as they were the first
local elections held after 2019 legislative amendments that devolved fiscal and planning
responsibilities to more than 200 island, city, and atoll councils. In addition, the introduction
of a quota of 33 percent female representation on the councils helped lead to a record number of
women candidates winning election. The United States is supporting Maldives’ efforts to build
stronger, more inclusive local governance, and we continue to support the country’s broader
work to strengthen democratic institutions and rule of law.

India
India remains the world’s largest democracy with a strong rule of law and independent judiciary

and enjoys a strong and growing strategic partnership with the United States. Its Constitution
mandates a secular state that upholds the rights of all citizens to practice religion freely, freedom
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of expression and speech, and equal treatment before the law. India has a long history of free
and fair elections with members of all faith communities participating and holding office.

However, some of the Indian government’s actions have raised significant concerns and are
inconsistent with India’s democratic values. CSOs and media sources have reported the
growing use of sedition laws to restrict freedom of expression and justify the detention of human
rights activists and journalists. We are concerned about obstacles to the important role of civil
society, such as India’s Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA), which in some cases has
hampered NGOs COVID-19 response efforts and has reportedly been used

to constrain CSOs critical of the government, including Amnesty International India.

Bangladesh

Bangladesh serves as an example for many countries around the world, as it has made impressive
strides in economic growth and poverty reduction. Bangladesh remains a key Indo-Pacific
partner for the United States in maintaining regional stability, countering terrorism, expanding
two-way trade, and expediting development, as well as in hosting more than 900,000 Rohingya
refugees since 2017. We have emphasized that fully respecting civil and political rights and
improving transparency and accountability will contribute directly to its aspirations for Least
Developed Country (LDC) graduation and global competitiveness.

However, we remain concerned about respect for fundamental freedoms in Bangladesh and the
country’s democratic trajectory. We continue to believe it is critical for the Bangladesh
government to allow civil society organizations and labor unions to operate; for individuals and
groups to be able to express their views freely; and for political opposition to play its lawful role
in a functioning democracy. Civil society is threatened by a shrinking space for activism and
prohibitive draft regulations, and faces public criticism, including towards humanitarian workers
responding to the Rohingya crisis. Journalists continue to self-censor for fear of the Digital
Security Act, legislation introduced in 2018 to prosecute cybercrimes but also used as a legal
instrument to effectively criminalize forms of nonviolent speech, both online and offline.

PRC Influence

Across the Indo-Pacific, the PRC government uses a combination of economic levers and soft
power to pressure countries to align with its interests. Common issues among South Asian
countries include strong ties between local political elites and PRC economic interests,
widespread political and economic corruption, and a lack of ready alternatives to PRC financing,
creating a climate of dependency. The economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has
exacerbated many SCA countries’ already high debt burdens to PRC entities, and many
countries are now looking to Beijing for assistance to revive their economies or avoid debt
restructuring. These conditions limit the flexibility and independence of many countries in their
bilateral relationships with the PRC, weaken their institutions and the rule of

law, and increase support for PRC government priorities within international

organizations. Nevertheless, in South Asia, while most countries seek to maintain positive
relationships with the PRC, they actively seek to diversify their international relationships to
avoid becoming too dependent on Beijing.

Fostering a Resilient Democratic Environment
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Supporting Civil Society

SCA supports Indo-Pacific governance objectives in Bangladesh, Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, and
Sri Lanka through the $14 million South Asia Small Grants Program, run in partnership with The
Asia Foundation. Projects seek to support civil society and independent media to strengthen
civic participation and democratic principles, enable citizen access to credible information, build
trust in participatory governance, and increase communities’ resilience to foreign malign
influence and corruption. The program aims to build local civil society capacity by
professionalizing organizations, expanding the space for engagement, and building networks
across countries to address common challenges.

These grants give us fresh eyes on the overall progress and challenges of sub-national
governance to build participatory, inclusive governance. Grantees take on the projects most
relevant to their communities. Some evaluate local government ability to deliver on

services. Others assess budget transparency or build the messaging capacity of their local and
provincial governments.

The program has allowed us to expand Embassy contacts, especially outside of capital cities.
We have already learned a great deal about conditions on the ground from individual grantees.
The program is proving to be an effective tool for creating new national and cross-border
networks for civil society organizations. Throughout the pandemic, small organizations have
supported each other professionally through the networking the program makes possible.

Civil society groups were quick to recognize the pandemic as a crisis in governance as well as in
health. The South Asia Small Grants Program’s flexibility allowed the bureau to quickly support
civil society and the media’s watchdog role in tracking local government responses to the
pandemic. One group in Bangladesh closely scrutinizes the implementation of local stimulus
packages for pandemic relief, and seeks to build their local government’s institutional capacity,
free from political patronage and vested interests, and inculcate the values of transparency and
local stakeholder accountability. Another organization provides rapid response support of
journalists and media workers during the pandemic, promoting freedom of expression, free flow
of information, and safety and security for journalists. We fund grassroots organizations because
we know that democratic progress will largely depend on their success.

Public Affairs programs in India utilize a variety of grants and programs to raise awareness and
increase civil society support for issues such as women’s empowerment, the human rights of
LGBTQI+ persons, trafficking in persons (TIP) prevention, religious harmony and freedom, and
press freedom. These programs target both established opinion leaders such as university
faculty, civil society leaders, and government officials, as well as emerging voices such as
students and social media influencers.

Public Outreach and Support for Media Freedom

Although foreign malign influence can take a variety of forms, as I've highlighted, Public
Diplomacy supports and strengthens mitigation efforts across the spectrum of such corrupt,
covert, and coercive activities. Many of our speaker programs, American Space evenst, cultural
collaborations, media interviesw, social media posts, and exchange programs are part of a

SENSITIVE BUT UNCLASSIFIED



20

sustained, long-term campaign to build affinity with U.S. values, empower local voices, and
build networks of influence that can challenge foreign malign influence on their own.

Public Affairs officers also work with local partners on programs specifically designed to help
local media expose malign influence efforts. As an example, last fall Embassy Kathmandu
recently worked with a local grantee on a program to train journalists in curbing mis- and
disinformation, using thousands of news items as case studies for fact checking. Ambassador
Randy Berry personally supported the program on Twitter, citing, “a commitment to fact-
checking, an invigorated sense for preventing misinformation and the pledge to promote
responsible journalism.” His posting garnered public support, including from the local grantee
partner.

Our outreach efforts also focus on highlighting our positive and productive bilateral partnerships
in the region and improving the understanding local populations have of U.S. assistance to their
countries. In addition, U.S. Public Diplomacy programs are assisting to combat foreign malign
influence by increasing the penetration of objective and accurate news stories; elevating public
awareness about disinformation, misinformation, and propaganda, including through media
literacy programs; promoting investigative journalism; and supporting the work of civil society
and fact-checking organizations.

Advancing Gender Equity and Equality

In line with the Administration’s view, SCA has long recognized the value to democracy of
advancing the Women, Peace and Security agenda and women’s economic empowerment.
Women in civil society are an underutilized asset in advancing U.S. policy goals in the region,
including in strengthening countries’ ability to protect their sovereignty; reducing regional
tensions; and advancing inclusive solutions for supporting regional integration and more
responsive governance. Throughout our programming and diplomatic engagements, the bureau
also defends and promotes human rights and addresses discrimination and inequity, particularly
for women and girls, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalized populations.

The bureau advances Women, Peace and Security through diplomatic engagement and
programming supporting women’s access to meaningful political participation and leadership,
including addressing the human security risks of climate change; enhancing the meaningful
participation of women in ceasefire and peace negotiations, reconciliation, and political
processes; promoting the prevention of gender-based violence through political accountability
and more efficient judicial processes; promoting the development, implementation, and revision
of partner countries’ National Action Plans on Women, Peace and Security; and deepening our
gender analyses and gender integration through increased reporting on the gender dimensions of
core policy priorities while enhancing the integration of key findings into our policies.
Recognizing that women’s leadership in security, politics, and the economy is key to inclusive
security, economic growth, and stable democracies, SCA will continue to utilize U.S.
participation in multilateral fora, defense, and security cooperation agreements to advance these
objectives.

Supporting and Expanding Regional Architecture
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We support contributing to regional frameworks in South Asia that can promote unity and
support the region’s free and open order, such as the Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA) and
the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). Our work with multilateral
groups such as the Quadrilateral Dialogue (U.S.-Japan-Australia-India) coordinates joint action
on shared concerns. These groups serve as significant fora for coordinating COVID-19
pandemic relief, responding to PRC malign influence activities, and resisting PRC efforts to
dominate information and communication technology (ICT) infrastructure.

The United States, Australia, India, and Japan meet in the “Quad” format to advance shared
Indo-Pacific goals, push back on authoritarian pressure in the region, and strengthen India’s
growing strategic orientation toward the Indo-Pacific. Quad coordination serves as a key avenue
for enriching the U.S.-India global comprehensive strategic partnership and deepening India’s
bilateral ties with Australia and Japan. The inaugural Quad Leaders Summit on March 12
underscored the Quad’s commitment to addressing climate change and the health and economic
impacts of COVID-19, and to cooperate on areas of mutual interest including critical and
emerging technologies, cybersecurity, infrastructure investment, countering disinformation, and
democratic resilience in the Indo-Pacific. All four Quad members share strong support for
ASEAN centrality and the ASEAN Outlook on the Indo-Pacific.

Conclusion

Mr. Chairman: Thank you and the other members of this committee for your continued support
of these vital efforts. Our ability to invest our time and resources on these critical issues in South
Asia remains in our national interest. Our support for these core democratic values helps build a
more free and open Indo-Pacific region, enhancing good governance, improving security, and
facilitating human development.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify. I welcome your questions.
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Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Thompson.
I now invite Mr. Bencosme to give his testimony. And I hope I
am pronouncing your name correctly.

STATEMENT OF FRANCISCO BENCOSME, SENIOR ADVISOR TO
THE ACTING ASSISTANT SECRETARY, U.S. DEPARTMENT OF
STATE, EAST ASIAN AND PACIFIC AFFAIRS BUREAU

Mr. BENCOSME. You are, Chairman. Thank you so much.

Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, and distinguished
members of the subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to tes-
tify alongside colleagues and to share our views on democracy and
human rights issues in East Asia and the Pacific.

There is no question that trend lines on human rights continue
to move in the wrong direction. We see it in the genocide and
crimes against humanity being committed against predominantly
Muslim Uyghurs and other members of ethnic and religious minor-
ity groups in Xinjiang, and in the repression of Tibetans’ distinct
language, religion, and culture, and the ongoing repression of
human rights and fundamental freedoms across China. The people
of Hong Kong see the reduction of their freedoms every day. The
coup in Burma is another example of this discouraging trend. Gov-
ernments in the region are increasingly considering laws and regu-
lations that would restrict the activities of NGO’s or enhance gov-
ernment monitoring of them, and have increasingly diminished
freedoms online in places like Vietnam and Indonesia. We see it in
the attacks on the imprisonment of opposition politicians,
an‘lcicorruption activists, human rights defenders, lawyers, and jour-
nalists.

I would summarize our strategy in promoting democracy and
human rights in two ways. The first part is ensuring that democ-
racies deliver both here in the U.S. and in the Indo-Pacific. And the
second is helping promote accountability for serious human rights
violations in the region.

On their first overseas trip to the region, Secretary Blinken and
Secretary Austin Stated: It is strongly in our interest for the Indo-
Pacific region to be free and open, anchored by respect for human
rights, democracy, and the rule of law. This is a goal that Japan,
South Korea, and the U.S. share, and we will work together closely
to achieve it.

In the first few months of the Biden-Harris administration, we
have hosted historic summits with both of those key allies and with
the Quad. In these engagements, we have not only made coun-
tering the two human rights crisis in Burma a key facet of our di-
plomacy, but sought to ensure that democracies like Japan, Korea,
and Australia can deliver for their people. That means whether it
comes to issues like vaccine, diplomacy, climate financing, or inclu-
sive economic growth, delivering and ensuring U.S. leadership is
present are vital to countering growing authoritarianism.

As Secretary Blinken has made clear, the test America and oth-
ers’ democracies face is to analyze the challenges we face and make
changes to more effectively deliver for our citizens, because failing
to do so only gives rhetorical ammunition to autocracies like China.

Second, we have worked hard to promote accountability in the
region, to deter abusers from acting with impunity. Just last week,
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we issued an executive order that will prohibit U.S. transactions
relating to Chinese companies that export Chinese surveillance
technology to facilitate human rights repression abroad. We con-
demn steps by the Hong Kong government to ban Tiananmen com-
memorations and called for the immediate release of those who are
arrested. We have sanctioned multiple PRC and Hong Kong offi-
cials and are leading an international coalition that will stand up
to Beijing’s ongoing genocide, crimes against humanity, and forced
labor abuses in Xinjiang, as well as human rights abuses else-
where.

On Burma, we have condemned the coup and horrific violence in
the strongest possible terms, and will continue to lead the inter-
national community in taking concrete action to promote account-
ability for the military’s junta actions both before and after the
coup. We have sanctioned coup leaders and military businesses,
and will continue to look for ways to deny sources of revenue that
support the regime’s repressive, undemocratic measures.

Moreover, the coup has brought further volatility to a country al-
ready facing a humanitarian crisis for members of ethnic and reli-
gious minority groups, especially the Rohingya.

Our alliance with the Philippines is our oldest in East Asia,
forged in shared defense of freedom and critical to a free and open
Indo-Pacific. We continue to promote democracy through sustained
constructive engagement and have both publicly and privately
raised concerns and pushed for further progress. We have continu-
ously urged Philippine counterparts to investigate allegations of
human rights violations and promote accountability for those re-
sponsible.

On Cambodia, we are deeply concerned about the ongoing politi-
cally motivated trials of opposition members, journalists, and activ-
ists there. During her recent meeting with Prime Minister Hun
Sen, Deputy Secretary of State Sherman underscored the impor-
tance of human rights and the protection of fundamental freedoms
as integral to our bilateral relationship. She urged the Cambodian
Government to abide by its international and domestic human
rights commitments and to ensure the protection of worker rights.
We will continue to press the government to reopen civic and polit-
ical space in advance of the 2022 commune and 2023 national elec-
tions. We will also work with like-minded partners to press for re-
forms in Cambodia.

I have seen firsthand how Congress’ partnership in this area has
made a substantial impact on U.S. human rights policy in East
Asia. And I want to take this moment to thank Congress for their
steadfast support for democracy and human rights in the region.

Thank you for inviting me to testify today. I look forward to your
questions.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Bencosme follows:]
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Statement of
Francisco Bencosme, Senior Advisor
Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs
Democracy in the Indo-Pacific
June 9, 2021

Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, and distinguished Members of the
Subcommittee: Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you. I am grateful
to Congress for bipartisan action in support of American diplomacy in East Asia
and the Pacific, and ongoing support for democracy in the Indo-Pacific region. I
am honored to be here with you today, especially alongside Deputy Assistant
Secretary Stone, Acting Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary Busby, and Deputy
Assistant Administrator Hart.

The United States’ whole-of-government commitment to a free and open Indo-
Pacific is focused on building the capacity of Indo-Pacific nations and regional
institutions to promote civil society, rule of law, transparency, and accountable
governance to strengthen democracy and counter malign influence in the

region. Regional stability is best built on mutual trust between people and

their governments through upholding human rights and fundamental freedoms.
Partnerships that act to combat corruption and promote effective civil society are
more successful than those that exert coercive authoritarian control. These values
are at the center of our efforts in the Indo-Pacific to address challenges such as
weak institutions, systemic corruption, and opaque business environments that
undermine our own competitiveness and enable malign influence.

As Secretary Blinken recently noted at the Release of the 2020 Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices last month, the trend lines on human rights continue to
move in the wrong direction. We are concerned by an increase in government
efforts in many places across the Indo-Pacific region to shrink the space for civil
society and democratic institutions through increased restrictions on human rights,
particularly freedoms of expression, peaceful assembly, and association.

We see it in the genocide and crimes against humanity being committed against
predominantly Muslim Uyghurs and other members of ethnic and religious
minority groups in Xinjiang, in the repression of Tibetans’ distinct language,
religion, and culture, and the ongoing repression of human rights and fundamental
freedoms across China. Governments in the region are increasingly considering
laws and regulations that would restrict the activities of NGOs or enhance
government monitoring of them, and have increasingly cracked down on freedom
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online. We see it in attacks on and the imprisonment of opposition politicians, anti-
corruption activists, human rights defenders, lawyers, and journalists in Hong
Kong, Cambodia, the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia.

And most egregiously, we see it in Burma where the military removed the
democratically elected government in a coup in February and has since brutally
crackdown on protesters opposing the military junta, killing hundreds and
detaining thousands." These alarming trend lines have only worsened during the
COVID-19 pandemic, which some governments have used as a pretext to target
their critics and further repress human rights.

With the Biden-Harris Administration and the Department’s renewed focus on
promoting respect for human rights, countering corruption, strengthening
democratic resilience, and taking a multilateral approach to addressing big global
challenges, we will remain active in capacity-building efforts both bilaterally and
multilaterally. Some priorities for the coming year are coordinating programming
to address Xinjiang, Tibet, Hong Kong Burma, and other governance crises;
ensuring bilateral discussions include tailored approaches that focus on positive
outcomes from good governance; leveraging and expanding on our engagement
with existing multilateral frameworks such as APEC, ASEAN, the Mekong-U.S.
Partnership, and the Quad to strengthen democratic institutions, promote respect
for human rights, counter corruption, and support strong civil society; coordinating
programming to enable access of information to all, including protecting the
media, bringing to light environmental harm in communities, and promoting
accountability for malign actors who spread disinformation and misinformation;
coordination on programming to support environmental governance including
efforts to address the effects of climate change, pollution, and environmental
degradation, its disproportionate impact on marginalized and underserved
communities, and the high rates of violence targeting environmental defenders; and
leveraging and expanding on existing tools to drive improvements in

governance, including sanctions programs like the Global Magnitsky, and various
reporting tools like the Human Rights, Trafficking in Persons, and International
Religious Freedom reports. All assistance is provided consistent with applicable
law, including the Leahy laws. Through careful and effective Leahy vetting, EAP
ensures that no assistance is furnished to any security force unit where there is
credible information implicating that unit in the commission of a gross violation of
human rights.
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Let me take this opportunity to discuss in further detail the human rights and
democracy situations in Burma, Cambodia, Hong Kong, Thailand, the Philippines,
and Indonesia. I will provide a brief outline of our activities in these six areas.

e Burma: We continue to call on the Burmese military to refrain from
violence, release all those unjustly detained, and restore Burma to the path of
democracy. This military coup contradicts the will of the people of Burma,
and we will continue to support the people of Burma as they work to
overcome this crisis. We have condemned the coup and horrific violence in
the strongest possible terms and will continue to lead the international
community in taking concrete action to promote accountability for the
military junta’s horrific actions both before and after the coup. We have
sanctioned coup leaders and military businesses and will continue to look for
additional ways to deny revenue to the junta and its leaders. Moreover, the
coup has brought further volatility to a country already facing a human
rights and humanitarian crisis for members of ethnic and religious minority
groups, particularly Rohingya. We hear the calls from members of Burma’s
pro-democracy movement and will continue to support their efforts.

« Cambodia: We are deeply concerned about the ongoing politically
motivated trials of opposition members, journalists, and activists in
Cambodia. During her recent meeting with Prime Minister Hun Sen, Deputy
Secretary of State Sherman underscored the importance of human rights and
the protection of fundamental freedoms as integral to our bilateral
relationship. She urged the Cambodian government to abide by its
international and domestic human rights commitments and to ensure the
protection of worker rights. The United States remains committed to the
Cambodian people and their aspirations for a more prosperous, democratic,
and independent country, where all voices are heard and respected and the
Kingdom’s sovereignty is protected. We will continue to press the
government to reopen civic and political space in advance of the 2022
commune and 2023 national elections.

e Hong Kong: The PRC continues to undermine Hong Kong’s autonomy and
civil liberties, despite its obligations under the Sino-British Joint
Declaration. Since the June 30, 2020 imposition of the National Security
Law, the Department of State has repeatedly expressed concern regarding
attempts to stifle dissent and opposition voices in Hong Kong. Hong Kong
authorities have engaged in mass arrests of democracy activists, delayed
parliamentary elections, disqualified sitting lawmakers, and altered the
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composition of the Legislative Council and Chief Executive Election
Committee. Hong Kong authorities have arrested and prosecuted journalists
and passed legislation that would allow for exit bans to be placed on
individuals seeking to leave the territory. We will continue to work with
like-minded partners to highlight these concerning developments and
examine all available policy tools to promote accountability for the Beijing
and Hong Kong officials responsible.

Thailand: With more than 200 years of friendship between the United States
and Thailand, we are deeply committed to the strong security, economic, and
people-to-people ties that exist between our countries. The United States
prioritizes democracy and human rights across our foreign policy and in our
relationship in Thailand. Protests calling for reforms in Thailand have been
smaller and less frequent in 2021. We continue to message to Thailand’s
government, opposition parties, and civil society the importance for all
democracies to strengthen our institutions and take steps to protect the rights
of all our citizens. We have been clear that the United States supports
fundamental freedoms, including freedoms of expression and association, as
essential to Thailand’s democracy.

Philippines: Our alliance with the Philippines is our oldest in East Asia and
critical to a free and open Indo-Pacific. Promoting respect for human rights
is a central priority in U.S. relations with the Philippines — we recognize that
a Philippine government that respects democracy and human rights is
essential to maintaining a strong alliance. We continue to promote
democracy and respect for human rights in the Philippines through sustained
constructive engagement with all levels of the government, security forces,
and civil society. We have urged Philippine counterparts to investigate
allegations of human rights violations and promote accountability for those
responsible. We also urge the Philippines to respect freedom of expression,
including for members of the media. We remain concerned by the cases
against Philippine online media outlet Rappler CEO Maria Ressa and
Senator Leila de Lima and urge the government to resolve the charges
equitably in accordance with Philippines law. U.S. support to the
Philippines is an effective tool in the Administration’s efforts to promote the
respect for human rights. Our support for civil society and rule-of-law
capacity building in the Philippines helps advance respect for human rights,
strengthen media capability and independence, enhance political
participation, bolster civic engagement, and expand the democratic civic
space.
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¢ Indonesia: Indonesia has made impressive strides in the last 23 years as it
transitioned to a multi-party democracy with regular, credible elections. As
the world’s third largest democracy and home to the largest Muslim
population, Indonesia serves as a model, not just in the region but also
globally, of tolerant, pluralistic democracy. While this young democracy
continues to make significant progress, as in many other countries,
government institutions face challenges as they work to improve
management of public services, protect human rights, and address the
drivers of violent extremism and terrorist radicalization as well as address
issues such as corruption and ensure accountability. Indonesia’s progress in
strengthening democratic governance and protecting human rights and
fundamental freedoms both offline and online has helped Indonesia expand
its influence in the Indo-Pacific. Through our assistance, the U.S.
government is partnering with Indonesia to strengthen democratic
governance and fortify resilience against violent extremism, while
strengthening an inclusive, just, and accountable democracy that protects all
individuals’ rights, roots out corruption, engages with an active civil society
and media, and strengthens a culture of pluralism and tolerance.

Thank you for inviting me to testify today. I look forward to your questions.
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Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Bencosme.
I now invite Mr. Hart to give his testimony.

STATEMENT OF CRAIG HART, ACTING SENIOR DEPUTY AS-
SISTANT ADMINISTRATOR FOR EAST ASIA AND THE PA-
CIFIC, U.S. AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Mr. HART. Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, distin-
guished subcommittee members, thank you very much for inviting
me to testify on USAID’s vital role in the Indo-Pacific in defending
and promoting democratic norms in institutions.

We know that societies that respect and defend human rights
and protect fundamental freedoms are more stable, prosperous, and
secure; make strong trade partners; and are better equipped to con-
front global challenges. Yet throughout the Indo-Pacific, we face
significant challenges for democracy assistance in a dramatically
altered development environment.

During a time when democracy was already under a threat, the
COVID-19 pandemic has, in many countries, accelerated demo-
cratic backsliding and allowed autocrats to further consolidate
power. While we shift significant resources to much needed med-
ical, humanitarian, and economic responses to COVID-19, we must
not lose sight of the need for robust democracy, human rights, and
governance support.

USAID is committed to integrating democratic programming
throughout our long-term sustainable development approach, which
is grounded in a strong understanding of the local context. This in-
cludes efforts to promote human rights, increase access to justice,
foster accountable and transparent governance, enable an inde-
pendent and active civil society, and safeguard political integrity.

In collaboration with like-minded allies and partners, we are fo-
cused on countering aggressive efforts by authoritarian leaders and
strategic competitors to undermine democratic institutions and sow
internal discord that drives polarization.

In Sri Lanka, following the Easter 2019 attacks, USAID trained
youth from disparate ethnicities to counter divisive hate speech
and disinformation on social media through networking and con-
tent that promotes pluralism and peace-building.

In Cambodia, we support the development and launch of the
country’s first fact-checking website that has since increased the
national conversation about fake news.

And USAID is prioritizing its accountable governance work, in-
cluding public administration, public financial management and
oversight, transparency and the accountability mechanisms at all
levels of government.

In Nepal, for example, as the country continues to solidify its his-
toric devolution of powers, we are helping foster greater account-
ability and transparency in the planning and management of public
funds. At the subnational level, USAID trained local and provincial
officials to use the country’s Federal level public financial manage-
ment system, which provides a safeguard against public corruption
and misuse of funds.

In the Pacific Islands, USAID is working with the election com-
missions of Fiji, Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands as
they seek to conduct safe elections in the midst of the pandemic.
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In the absence of international observers due to the travel restric-
tions, we helped safely mobilize local observers for elections last
August in Papua New Guinea.

USAID is also expanding our support for human rights rule of
law and citizen empowerment, with an emphasis on addressing dis-
crimination, inequity, and marginalization in all of its forms. So in
Burma, following the February 1 military coup, USAID imme-
diately redirected $42 million of assistance away from the work
that could have benefited the junta-controlled government. We in-
stead directed the assistance to civil society, independent media, on
lifesaving activities that directly benefit the people of Burma.

Across Asia, USAID has helped reduce the violence, discrimina-
tion, and stigma faced by LGBTQI+ people by supporting the devel-
opment of 23 inclusive laws and policies over the past 6 years.

We are enhancing equal access to justice for all. For example, in
Indonesia, USAID has helped 10 legal aid partners increase the
number of people they serve by more than 1,000 percent since
2017. And in Laos, USAID is helping the government to substan-
tially increase its provision of free legal services by more than tri-
pling its number of legal aid offices.

In closing, countries with democratic processes and institutions
are more just, peaceful, and stable, enabling citizens to pursue and
fulfill their potential. Yet in the Indo-Pacific, significant deficits in
citizen response of governance and respect for human rights, fun-
damental freedoms and democratic norms and institutions com-
promise stability and prosperity in a region which is home to more
than half the world’s population.

While USAID has been adapting to meet these challenges, we
also recognize that much more needs to be done, and we are look-
ing forward to doing it in alignment with this administration’s pri-
orities and in consultation with the U.S. Congress.

Thank you.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Hart follows:]



31

Statement of Craig Hart
Acting Senior Deputy Assistant Administrator, Bureau for Asia
U.S. Agency for International Development
Hearing before the Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, Central Asia, and Nonproliferation
Committee on Foreign Affairs
U.S. House of Representatives

“Democratic Values in the Indo-Pacific in an era of strategic competition”
June 9, 2021

Chairman Bera, Ranking Member Chabot, and Distinguished Members of the Subcommittee:
Thank you for inviting me to testify on the vital role of the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) in the Indo-Pacific in defending and promoting democratic
norms and institutions—which President Biden holds as central to U.S. foreign policy. It is an
honor to testify before this Subcommittee, and a pleasure to be here alongside my colleagues
from the U.S. Department of State, Acting Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary Scott Busby,
Acting Assistant Secretary Dean Thompson, and Senior Advisor Francisco Bencosme.

The United States Government’s Interim National Security Strategic Guidance conveys President
Biden’s vision for how America will engage with the world. Front and center to this engagement
is working with like-minded allies and partners to defend and promote democratic norms and
institutions—to combat threats to free societies, and to lead and sustain a stable and open
international system.

Alongside diplomacy and defense, USAID’s development and humanitarian work is integral to
achieving this vision. Democratic governance and human rights are critical components of
sustainable development and lasting peace. Human rights and fundamental freedoms of citizens
are the bedrock for managing and mitigating conflict, spurring economic growth, and protecting
human dignity. Countries with democratic processes and institutions are more just, peaceful, and
stable, enabling citizens to pursue and fulfill their potential. USAID is committed to integrating
democracy programming throughout our core development work, focusing across all sectors to
strengthen and promote human rights, increase access to justice, foster accountable and
transparent governance, and enable an independent and active civil society.

Across the Indo-Pacific, the development environment has been dramatically altered by the
impacts of COVID-19 and other factors, which has created significant challenges for democracy
assistance. These include the resurgence of authoritarianism, an increase in democratic
backsliding, the spread of digital authoritarianism, rampant disinformation, growing inequality,
and strategic competition by other actors like the People’s Republic of China (PRC). We are
seeing an increase in trafficking of persons and gender-based violence (GBV), which affect the
most vulnerable in society. During a time when democracy was already under threat, the
COVID-19 pandemic has, in many countries, accelerated democratic backsliding and allowed
autocrats to further consolidate power. Some governments have exploited pandemic-related
health and safety restrictions to violate human rights and curtail fundamental freedoms. Threats
to freedom of expression and independent media have worsened. Authoritarian regimes are using
technology to stifle dissent. Misinformation, disinformation, online harassment, surveillance
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systems, and simply shutting down the internet are becoming common. In authoritarian
environments, governments are using the pandemic to further limit political space, consolidate
power, and deepen existing backsliding trends. In fragile democracies, the response to COVID-
19 is straining weak institutions and democratic principles and practices, and impeding political
competition. A poor pandemic response in many countries further erodes trust between citizens
and their governments and increases opportunity for corruption.

While we shift significant resources to support much-needed medical, humanitarian, and
economic responses to COVID-19, we must not lose sight of the need for significant support for
democracy, human rights, and governance so we can retain years of U.S. investments and gains.
In support of the Biden Administration’s stated priority in the Interim National Security Strategic
Guidance to “revitalize democracy the world over,” USAID is deepening and expanding efforts
to address today’s threats to free societies. I’ll next briefly highlight some of our work applicable
to today’s hearing topic.

Counter authoritarianism, address strategic competitors, and strengthen core democratic
institutions and processes

In advancing U.S. interests and our development objectives in the Indo-Pacific, USAID faces
increasing challenges from authoritarian leaders and strategic competitors whose aims run
counter to our own. In collaboration with like-minded allies and partners, we are focused on
countering aggressive efforts by authoritarian leaders to undermine democratic institutions and
processes and democratization globally. USAID is focused on implementing its long-term
sustainable development approach—steeped in a strong understanding of the local context—to
directly counter the internal factors that are driving autocratization and polarization in partner
countries. USAID is well positioned through its programs to shore up institutions of
accountability and justice to resist creeping authoritarianism.

In the Kyrgyz Republic, members of Parliament introduced a bill which was largely copied from
a well-known Russian law that establishes de facto censorship across independent media. The
bill was immediately declared unconstitutional by Kyrgyzstani civil society, lawyers, and
journalists. USAID supported media experts to engage the government on the dire consequences
of such a bill. Bolstered by USAID’s support for independent media, the resulting public
outcry—online, in the press, and through peaceful protests in the capital—prompted the
President to refuse to sign the bill into law.

To counter disinformation and divisive hate speech after the Easter 2019 attacks in Sri Lanka,
USAID trained more than 100 youth from disparate ethnicities across the country. These youth
learned to network and create content that promoted pluralism and peace building. For several
months, the positive messages countered misleading and divisive content, reaching more than
two million people and engaging more than one million social media users. A select group of
youth trainees now serve as “Cyber Guardians” to continue countering hate speech and fake
news.

Within the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), USAID supports the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights design recommendations for the
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implementation of ASEAN commitments under Article 23 of the ASEAN Human Rights
Declaration on freedom of opinion and expression. USAID is developing a comprehensive
training-of-trainers program on media literacy to address disinformation, fake news, and
misinformation in the region. As a result of USAID training programs implemented in
partnership with ASEAN, over 50 young leaders from across ASEAN are better able to draw
upon media and technology to raise awareness and develop social campaigns on topics of interest
and import, including those that promote inclusion and tolerance and address governance
challenges in their communities.

In a similar manner, we supported the Women’s Media Centre in Cambodia to develop and
launch CrossCheck, Cambodia’s first fact-checking website that has since increased the national
conversation about fake news. These are two of the many growing efforts that we are
undertaking to address disinformation, much of it purported by strategic competitors seeking to
destabilize democratic institutions and erode civil discourse.

USAID is fulfilling its congressional directive in support of Tibetans in the Tibet Autonomous
Region and adjacent provinces with significant Tibetan populations including cultural
preservation, environmental conservation, and livelihoods development on the Tibetan Plateau.
USAID support has strengthened the capacity of over 30,000 Tibetans to restore grassland in
their communities upon which their livestock depend, and helped more than 12,000 Tibetans
secure new or better employment in livelihoods that help them sustain their culture. USAID’s
support for Tibetans extends also to India and Nepal, enabling the exiled communities there to
achieve their economic and cultural self-reliance so that they are able to counter cultural
assimilation pressures both within and outside the Tibetan plateau.

Combat corruption and strengthen accountability

USAID is prioritizing its institutional development work—including public administration,
public financial management, and oversight, transparency, and accountability mechanisms at all
levels of government. This includes promoting citizen-responsive and democratic approaches,
and building the capacity of countries to prevent, detect, and prosecute corruption while
addressing the underlying drivers that allow corruption to flourish. Key to this effort is our
support for civil society, investigative journalists, independent and credible election observers,
and private sector stakeholders to provide oversight and ensure government accountability. At
the same time, we strive to strengthen institutions such as judiciaries, parliaments, and local
governments while supporting civil society to make those institutions accountable to their
people.

In the Philippines, USAID helped improve government accountability in procurement. To
prevent unnecessary delays in procuring essential commodities for the country’s COVID-19
response, the Philippine Government passed a law making its emergency procurement rules
more streamlined and flexible. In support, USAID worked closely with the government to
develop and launch its official online portal for the government’s procurement of essential items
during crises or emergencies. The portal promotes procurement transparency and accountability
and reduces costs for both the government and vendors. Between April 2020 and May 2021,
more than 2,200 procuring entities registered and secured more than 20,000 contracts for goods
and services valued at more than $1.2 billion. USAID is now working to integrate the emergency
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procurement portal into the government’s electronic procurement system, and to enable
electronic bidding for goods, services, and infrastructure projects.

In Nepal, we are helping to foster greater accountability and transparency in planning and
management of public funds. Nepal is in the midst of a historic devolution of powers as it
transitions to a federal structure. The devolution of authorities to the subnational level is a new
practice in Nepal that requires local governments to implement new systems and business
processes in order to effectively fulfill their mandates. This includes local-level adoption of the
country’s federal level public financial management (PFM) system, which enables local
governments to execute public funds effectively, efficiently, transparently, and accountably, and
provides a safeguard against public corruption and misuse of funds. In support of this, USAID
trained officials representing every local and provincial government to use the PFM software to
improve budget planning, accounting, and reporting. As a result of USAID’s assistance, 99
percent of local governments use the PFM software.

In response to unscheduled courtroom closures and other disruptions to the delivery of justice in
2020 caused by COVID-19, with USAID support, Indonesia made online criminal court
proceedings legal, ensuring continuity of justice during the pandemic. With the ability to
facilitate remote participation in court proceedings, Indonesia has maintained a functioning
justice system during the pandemic. This new openness is expected to stay in place even after the
pandemic subsides. Since 2016, USAID has trained over 10,500 government officials, judges,
and judicial assistants in anti-corruption, transparency, and accountability practices while
upgrading the digital tools of the Indonesian Supreme Court and the special anti-corruption court
to make case adjudication more efficient.

In Burma, the military junta attempted to justify its coup by pointing to myths about a flawed
election. USAID’s support to the Asian Network of Free Elections (ANFREL), and other
credible election observers, provided additional evidence that, while flaws existed, Burma’s 2020
election was credible and largely reflected the will of the people. ANFREL recently produced a
report fact-checking the junta’s claims and finding mostly “false truths, misrepresented facts, and
inaccuracies.” USAID’s confidence in the quality of the election is further bolstered by the depth
of our support in the years prior to the coup to political parties, civil society organizations
(CSOs) supporting voter election information, and the Union Elections Commission.

USAID is working with the election commissions of Pacific Island countries like Fiji, Papua
New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands as they seek to conduct safe elections in the midst of a
pandemic. For example, we helped safely mobilize local observers (in the absence of
international observers due to travel restrictions) for elections last August in Papua New Guinea,
providing a model for other Pacific Island countries to emulate.

Broaden support for human rights, rule of law, and citizen empowerment
With the Administration’s priority to defend and protect human rights, USAID is positioning to

broaden its support for human rights, rule of law, and citizen empowerment, with an emphasis on
addressing discrimination, inequity, and marginalization in all its forms.
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The PRC continues to commit egregious human rights abuses, including crimes against humanity
and genocide against Uyghurs and members of other religious and ethnic minority groups in
Xinjiang, which Secretary Blinken has determined constitute genocide and crimes against
humanity. USAID takes these atrocities very seriously and is responding to them by supporting
the documentation of genocide and crimes against humanity. We will soon launch a new
religious freedom activity that will in part address the Uyghur crisis. USAID welcomes
Congress’s bipartisan support on this issue.

We are expanding support for civil society, human rights defenders, and independent media to
promote accountability for those in power. In Burma, following the February 1 military coup,
USAID immediately redirected $42 million of assistance away from work that could have
benefited the junta-controlled government, and directed the assistance to civil society,
independent media, and life-saving activities that directly benefit the people of Burma. Amid the
deteriorating human rights situation and expansion of violence in ethnic areas, pro-democracy
support is USAID’s primary objective for the foreseeable future. USAID provides critical
emergency assistance to protect civil society activists, sustain independent media, and maintain
democratic voices.

In Nepal, USAID is elevating the voices of the 40 percent of the country’s population that is
marginalized by ethnicity, caste, or religion and generally disregarded in government planning
and policy development. To help close this gap in representation, USAID trained approximately
400 human rights defenders and 1,800 students to strengthen their leadership capacity. As a
result, these trainees advocated for the rights of marginalized populations, especially Dalits,
women, and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) people, and
were able to bring their issues to local government planning levels. Also, USAID informed
Nepal’s Universal Periodic Review of human rights and shadow reporting by supporting 39
consultations nationwide that included input from more than 600 CSOs and a high-level
technical review of the development of five laws which were critical to the implementation of
constitutionally-guaranteed fundamental rights.

In Sri Lanka, USAID helped expand CSOs’ work in the human rights space, lead inclusion
activities for LGBTQI+ individuals, and address GBV as a human rights issue through
engagement with state officials and policymakers. CSOs advocated before state institutions to
address land rights violations; to push for reparations and justice for victims and families of the
disappeared; to raise awareness and seek redress for victims of torture, and arbitrary arrests and
detentions; and to document and raise awareness of religiously motivated violence. USAID
supported a national land rights network that helped more than 70 CSOs, which organized into
five regional networks in five provinces, to more effectively advocate for land rights. USAID
support also contributed to the fight against torture in Sri Lanka by supporting networking for a
journalists® collective, through which journalists can improve their capacity to report on
allegations of torture, galvanize action, and raise public awareness.

In Cambodia, USAID helps civil society organizations operate in the country’s increasingly
restrictive environment, helping them promote and protect people’s rights under the Cambodian
constitution. Additionally, USAID works with human rights organizations to provide legal
support and counseling to those on trial, and to advocate against repressive legislation. Our
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citizen empowerment efforts in Cambodia have yielded tangible successes. For example, citizen
journalists raised awareness about deficiencies in the delivery of essential public services, with
USAID support. Citizens then engaged local authorities on the insufficient release of irrigation
water and problems with solid waste collection around a popular market, which prompted
government actions to address them.

In partnership with ASEAN, USAID launched a series of national-level policy dialogues on
migrant worker rights, which is the first step toward implementing the ASEAN Consensus on the
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers.

To promote human rights, USAID helped draft standardized guidelines on the treatment of
trafficking victims for national-level implementation in accordance with the 2015 ASEAN
Convention Against Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children. USAID also
partnered with the International Labour Organization to support ASEAN’s revision and renewed
commitment to the ASEAN Roadmap for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labor by
2025.

USAID is also seeking to stand up its first regional project to promote freedom of religion or
belief and freedom of conscience. We realize that much of the conflict in our region is both
religiously and ethnically linked and we hope to use this activity to improve conditions for
religious minorities, promote religious pluralism in places where believers face restrictions to
practicing their faith, and increase the role of religious leaders as conflict mediators and
advocates for human rights and fundamental freedoms. This project will also seek to work with
members of religious minority groups, including Uyghurs who have been displaced from China,
enabling them to tell their stories to the world.

We cannot help build resilient democracies without also combating inequality and
discrimination. An unjust and unequal society will never achieve its full potential. USAID places
particular emphasis on inclusive development, expanding rights and opportunities for women
and girls; persons with disabilities; displaced persons; LGBTQI+ persons; indigenous peoples;
and other historically marginalized populations, including ethnic and religious minorities.

USAID helped develop ASEAN’s first Gender Mainstreaming Strategic Framework and led the
research to support the launch of ASEAN’s Regional Study on Women, Peace and Security.
Both landmark efforts provide ASEAN with a base of knowledge and a pathway toward
enhancing women’s civic participation and leadership as well as advancing gender equality
across the entire ASEAN community.

Over the past six years, USAID has helped reduce the violence, discrimination, and stigma faced
by LGBTQI+ people across Asia through regional and country-specific programs that supported
local civil society organizations and provided emergency response grants. USAID formed a
support coalition of 1,357 governmental and non-governmental organizations; built momentum
for LGBTQI+ inclusion in business, education, and media sectors across ASEAN; and supported
the development of 23 inclusive laws and policies across Asia.
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In countries such as Indonesia and Laos, USAID is advancing the rule of law by enhancing equal
access to justice for all. In Indonesia, USAID has helped increase access to justice for
underprivileged and marginalized populations. Since 2017, USAID has worked directly with 10
legal aid partners, increasing the number of people they serve by more than 1,000 percent. In
Laos, USAID supported the Government of Laos to expand legal aid services to reach vulnerable
populations. By the end of this year, USAID will have helped the government to more than triple
the number of legal aid offices in Laos from 54 to 165.

Conclusion

Mr. Chairman: President Biden is committed to a foreign policy that unites our democratic
norms and institutions with our leadership on the world stage—one that is centered on promoting
democracy and advancing human rights. We know that societies that respect and defend human
rights and protect fundamental freedoms are more stable, prosperous, and secure, make strong
trade partners, and are better equipped to confront global challenges. Yet in the Indo-Pacific,
significant deficits in citizen-responsive governance and respect for human rights, fundamental
freedoms, and democratic norms and institutions compromise stability and prosperity in a region
of the world home to the majority of humanity. While USAID and its partners have been
adapting to meet these challenges, we also recognize that much more needs to be done, and we
are looking forward to doing so in alignment with this Administration’s priorities and in
consultation with the U.S. Congress. Thank you.

i
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Mr. BERA. Thank you, Mr. Hart.

And thank you all for your testimony.

I will now recognize members for 5 minutes each. And pursuant
to House rules, all time yielded is for the purposes of questioning
our witnesses.

Because of the virtual format of this hearing, I will recognize
members by committee seniority, alternating between Democrats
and Republicans. If you miss your turn, please let our staff know
and we will circle back to you. If you seek recognition, you must
unmute your microphone and address the chair verbally.

I will start by recognizing myself for 5 minutes of questioning.

And maybe this is a question for Mr. Thompson, initially. As
chair, when I think about my travel schedule pre-pandemic, we
have made it a point to visit some of these smaller countries that
are younger democracies, whether that is Sri Lanka, we went to
Malaysia, we went to Nepal, also the Philippines, and had a chance
to meet with some of the USAID workers as well as the NGO’s on
the ground helping these young democracies.

Mr. Thompson, my sense is, in Malaysia—and in your opening
testimony you touched on it—that that young parliament, has
struggled and has backslid; same in Nepal, and, what the
Rajapaksa government looked like, certainly it was democratically
elected, it does look like they are putting in place some rules in
passing through parliament, some rules that, could be considered
antidemocratic.

If you could give us an update on that region, go into a little bit
more with those three countries in specific, that would be great.

Mr. THOMPSON. Sure, Mr. Chairman. Thanks for the question.
And it was actually— I am covering South and Central Asian af-
fairs now. I was in Malaysia at the time of your visit, and it was
great to welcome you there and have you come through.

I will talk a little bit about Sri Lanka and Nepal and the situa-
tion in my region, and then perhaps if there is a minute, Francisco
can talk about Malaysia, specifically, since EAP covers that part of
the world. But I think you are absolutely right, this is an area of
concern that we watch very carefully.

You notice that in Sri Lanka, in October 2020, the President
used his coalition super majority to pass constitutional amendment
that consolidated power and reinStated a lot of powers that had
been in the hands of the President previously but had been de-
volved out under prior administration.

So, it is always a concern when you see this kind of centraliza-
tion of power. But as you rightfully noted, our work with civil soci-
ety, our work with democracy building in these areas can be very
effective and very important in helping these countries start to,
push back on what may be a consolidation of power in one par-
ticular area.

In Nepal, you very rightfully noted that the last couple of years
has seen quite a lot of churn, I would say, in their democratic sys-
tem. The President just for the second time in as many years, I be-
lieve, dissolved parliament. However, I would say everything there
has continued to proceed in a legal and democratic fashion. And so
we continue to work with the governments there to see how we
can—how we can promote where they are headed on that front.
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With that, I will stop if you have more, or if you want to hear
from Francisco.

Sir, you are muted.

Mr. BERA. Mr. Bencosme, if you want to give us an update on
Malaysia.

Mr. BENCOSME. Yes. No, similarly, we have seen a couple of
areas where there was really abrupt transition of power in Malay-
sia. We have seen attack on human rights activists and sort of an
uptick in discrimination and pushback of refugees, particularly the
Rohingya, in places like Malaysia; all really concerning trends.

And so our embassy at every level has been trying to push and
urge the government to respect and honor their obligation, inter-
national obligations of human rights. But it is also the work that
USAID and civil society, as you mentioned, do in sort of working
in sort of local, populations to really support sort of a culture, sup-
port refugees who are trying to find, sort of a basic income inside
their countries and also foster an area of sort of a respect for
human rights within the public population.

Mr. BERA. Great.

And in the last 30 seconds that I have, maybe for Mr. Hart, what
are some of our most effective tools that we can use to strengthen
some of these civil society organizations and help, these young de-
mocracies survive and thrive?

Mr. HART. Chairman Bera, thank you for the question. I think
that in terms of our approach toward civil society, one, we are not
alone. And so we are working with like-minded partners to support
civil society, but also media, parliament. Looking specifically at Sri
Lanka, we are looking across the spectrum to make sure that there
is complementarity between the systems. And so we are working
with the courts, for example, to increase their effectiveness of the
judiciary, establishing model courts that demonstrate greater effi-
ciency and transparency.

We are also very much working with the use across the board,
but also in civil society organizations, so much of the energy is
there as well. And so looking for ways in which we can engage
there, as well as with the media and enhancing the media’s ability
to report on a live-time basis, do fact-checking, have those con-
versations with the civil society members that we are also sup-
porting, all of those things come together.

Mr. BERA. Great. Thank you.

And I notice my time has expired. So let me go ahead and turn
to the ranking member, Mr. Chabot, for his 5 minutes of questions.

Mr. CHABOT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I will not direct my
questions at any particular witness. I will let the panel decide
which one—and just one, if you would, because I have got a num-
ber of questions.

Past U.S. administrations have attempted to steer China toward
behavior that is more respectful of human rights and the rule of
law and democracy. Using a range of policy tools, including U.S. as-
sistance for rule of law programs and Chinese civil society, bilat-
eral human rights dialogs, sanctions, open criticism sometime, and
various forms of engagement; nothing, quite frankly, seems to have
worked very well.
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What options are there that this administration is considering
for U.S. multilateral action on human rights that might have some
chance of making some progress there?

Mr. BusBy. Well, thank you, Ranking Member Chabot. Scott
Busby here. We are looking to partner with like-minded allies in
speaking out about the abuses in China and taking action against
them. We are looking to do so in the Human Rights Council, for
instance, as well as the General Assembly and other U.N. Institu-
tions.

But as I note in my testimony, and as the chair also noted, we
are looking at taking tougher action as well, including the sanc-
tions that we jointly announced with the EU, Canada, and the U.K.
And I would note that those jointly announced sanctions sparked
a significant reaction from the PRC, which, to our mind, dem-
onstrates their effectiveness in getting the PRC’s attention. So it is
that type of joint action among like-minded allies that we are pri-
marily focused on.

Mr. CHABOT. Thank you. Well, there is no question that we do
need to be tougher, because their behavior, virtually across the
board, has been abhorrent. And I know the previous administration
tried a whole range of things; some things worked, some things did
not. And I would strongly encourage this administration to move
forward on that.

By many accounts, the U.S. and India, as the world’s two largest
democracies, are uniquely poised to join forces in promoting demo-
cratic values in the Indo-Pacific and beyond, and I am assuming
that this administration would agree with that. If so, what initia-
tives does this administration intend to pursue to take advantage
of that unique relationship, which, really, the U.S. and India have
as the two largest democracies?

Mr. THOMPSON. Mr. Ranking Member, Dean Thompson here with
SCA. Thank you for the question. I think it is a timely one and an
important issue to consider. We are, right now, through our global
comprehensive strategic partnership with India, looking at areas
where we can work together to strengthen across the region the ef-
fects of—or the ability of countries to push back on malign influ-
ence. And through the Quad initiative, where we have brought in
Japan and Australia as well, we have a tremendous opportunity to
work together with four like-minded countries, all democracies,
that are looking at ways we can help deliver tremendous relief in
the wake of COVID-19; that can look at how we set standards and
work together on critical technologies and diversifying supply
chains; and, finally, can fight climate change and work on improv-
ing the environmental situation across the region.

So it is a particularly exciting time on those fronts, and we look
forward to continuing our work with India and our other partners.
Thank you.

Mr. CHABOT. Thank you. I think I have got time to squeeze in
one more question. And I want to encourage you to continue in the
Quad relationship. I think that is—the chairman, Mr. Bera, and I,
have been involved in that and have met with the players in that,
and I think there is tremendous opportunity there. So we should
take advantage of that.
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I want to conclude on Cambodia and kind of get the Administra-
tion’s view there. Congressman Lowenthal and I worked on this for
many years, it is out of the Cambodia Caucus. And Hun Sen con-
tinues, obviously, to crack down on the opposition party and civil
society. What more can we do to actually make some progress in
Cambodia? Whoever wants to answer that briefly.

Mr. BusBY. Francisco, why do not you take that one.

Mr. BENCOSME. I am happy to.

This is Francisco from East Asian and Pacific Bureau. So as I
mentioned in my opening statement, Deputy Secretary Sherman
was just in Cambodia, met with civil society, including opposition
leader Kem Sokha, during her visit. And I think one of the impor-
tant things we will be looking at is the upcoming elections in Cam-
bodia, as well as broadening the international community pressure,
working with partners and allies to push forward human rights
issues in Cambodia as we sort of look toward the next couple of
months and years out.

Mr. CHABOT. Thank you. My time has expired.

Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. BERA. Thank you.

Let me go and recognize the gentleman from California, Mr.
Sherman.

Mr. SHERMAN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

We are seeing an era of what could be called authoritarianism
and imperialism with Chinese characteristics. There is so much for
us to respond to in the Indo-Pacific region. And to start, I want to
focus a bit on the Rohingya.

Our hearts naturally go out to the pro-democracy forces in
Burma-Myanmar. And yet even those forces have been less than
forthright in recognizing the rights of the Rohingya people. There
has been some vacillation.

Is it clear that this new government council that has been orga-
nized is on record explicitly to give full citizenship and full citizen-
ship documents to the Rohingya people, and not just some of them,
but all of those who were born either in the camps or who were
born in Burma-Myanmar?

Mr. BusBY. Thank you, Congressman, for the question. Let me
start, and then I can turn to Francisco for details. I am not aware
of a commitment to provide citizenship, but, indeed, the opposition
has expressly recognized the rights of ethnic minorities, including
the Rohingya, and indicated an intent to govern the country’s——

Mr. SHERMAN. That is the weasel—if I can interject here. Those
are the weasel words that have upset me so much. People asking
for our help in the name of democracy who then make statements
like, oh, well, we will follow the rules of Burma-Myanmar. Those
existing laws are racist and discriminatory and set the foundation
for ethnic cleansing.

Now that—and I realize that this question could go to and prob-
ably should go to Mr. Bencosme, perhaps he can tell us, are we de-
manding in return for the help that we are offering full citizenship
and citizenship documents for the Rohingya or are we just going
to let them skate by with vague statements about loving minori-
ties?
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And I want to interject. Their position, the position of some is
they love all the ethnic groups and minorities of Burma-Myanmar.
But the Rohingya, they are not Burmese, they are not counted,
they are not citizenships, and, therefore, they do not get citizenship
papers. And so they can make statements about how they love mi-
norities of Burma-Myanmar and at the same time be in favor of
ethnic cleansing, genocide, whatever, of the Rohingya people.

How tough are we being on those who tell us that they share our
values?

Mr. BENCOSME. Thank you, Congressman Sherman, for that
question. We have been in touch with the National Unity Govern-
ment as well as other civil society groups. We have raised the issue
of the Rohingya through our communication. I will note that their
recent statements, as you absolutely Stated, is not what the en-
tirety of what we would like to see; does talk about repealing and
revising the 1982 citizenship law that talks about examining issues
of citizenship with respect to the Rohingya and actually made a
huge declaration, which we see as a step in the right direction.

But as you completely, lay out, we want to see more, and we
think that the pressure that Congress and the executive branch
have put has been helpful toward reaching that goal.

Mr. SHERMAN. Okay. And then, Mr. Stone, what are we doing to
highlight in Muslim countries how we are fighting to protect, not
only the Rohingya, but also the Uyghurs, while many Muslim coun-
tries are deporting Uyghurs back to China for torture and death?

Mr. BusBY. Did you mean to direct that, Congressman, to Dean
Thompson, to the SCA region?

Mr. SHERMAN. To the South and Central Asian Affairs region,
but any of the government witnesses can respond.

Mr. BusBY. Go ahead, Dean, please.

Mr. THOMPSON. Yes. Apologies. No, absolutely, we raised at every
opportunity with the government,particularly those with Muslim
majorities, our concerns about what is happening with the
Uyghurs; urge them to be vocal, urge them to stand up and stand
united and be heard on this particular issue. We are, very con-
cerned. We are pleased that some have been supportive of the
Uyghurs, but we are very concerned about those cases where a
recurral may happen and want to make sure we avoid that. Thank
you.

Mr. SHERMAN. If I can just interject. We have a very strong case
to make to the Muslim world that we are fighting for the Rohingya,
we are fighting for the Uyghurs. And in both cases, we are doing
far more than many Muslim majority countries, and yet we are at-
tacked as being anti-Muslim, which is outrageous.

I yield back.

Mr. BERA. Okay. Thank you.

Let me go now recognize the gentlelady from Missouri, Mrs.
Wagner.

Mrs. WAGNER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for organizing the
hearing. And I thank our witnesses for their time in service.

The Indo-Pacific is home to some of the world’s largest democ-
racies and fastest growing economies. Yet the People’s Republic of
China and its dictatorial partner States are exploiting prices and
instability to consolidate power, sow discord, and erode faith in
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democratic institutions. It is essential that we work with our demo-
cratic partners and allies in the region to restore respect for uni-
versal human rights and prevent the CCP from fostering a resur-
gence in authoritarianism.

The United States must engage with this strategically, critical
region to secure a future in which the rule of law, free and fair
trade, and strong democratic institutions underpin relations among
Indo-Pacific States.

Deputy Assistant Secretary Busby, I am deeply worried about—
and my friend Mr. Sherman touched on this—deeply worried about
China’s genocidal efforts to destroy the cultural identity of
Uyghurs, Tibetans, and Mongolians. Are CCP efforts to repress and
brainwash dissenters and ethnic minorities inspiring copycat pro-
grams elsewhere in the region? And how can the United States
deter or punish implementation of these policies?

Mr. BusBy. Thank you, Congresswoman, for that very good ques-
tion. I do not think we have observed this elsewhere in the region.
As Congressman Sherman indicated, yes, the Burmese Government
has repressed and excluded the Rohingya. That has gone on for
many, many years, and even predated the Chinese Government’s
current posture toward the Uyghurs.

So we haven’t seen replication in the region. That said, we are
steadfast in trying to push back on what the PRC is doing toward
the Uyghurs. As I mentioned through statements, through sanc-
tions, I should also note that through our engagement with busi-
ness, we are seeking to try to demonstrate that U.S. business,
international business should not benefit from engagement with
any Chinese corporations implicated in the persecution of Uyghurs.
And for that reason, we are precluding the import of goods made
with forced labor in Xinjiang, and we are also precluding both the
export of goods from U.S. companies to companies involved in
Xinjiang as well as investment in those companies, as was made
clear in the executive order that President Biden issued last week.

Mrs. WAGNER. Thank you.

Acting Assistant Secretary Thompson, how has China’s Belt and
Road Initiative been used to export authoritarianism or road resist-
ance to authoritarianism abroad, and how will the United States
protect democracy in Belt and Road countries?

Mr. THOMPSON. Thanks for the question, Congresswoman. It is
a very good point that one of the things that China is looking for
through its Belt and Road Initiative is the kind of influence that
would, promulgate their system or their ideas. And so we spend a
lot of time working with countries to help them see the real malign
influence that comes from being too closely aligned or engaged in
this process.

We absolutely look to call out and identify any efforts, to draw
these countries into, a debt trap relationship, to, to change their
governing structures, anything like that. We also like to work with
our civil society counterparts to make sure that they can help us
spread that message, which can be more credible often coming from
within inside a country than externally.

Mrs. WAGNER. I have brief time. I thank you for that answer.

We have a national interest in sustaining U.S. leadership in
Southeast Asia and promoting respect for democratic freedoms and



44

articulating our strategic priorities, I think. This is why I intro-
duced the Southeast Asia Strategy Act, which ensures that the
United States engages proactively and meaningfully in this dy-
namic region. I am happy to say that the House has unanimously
passed this legislation, and I am hopeful that the Senate will take
swift action.

Deputy Assistant Secretary Busby, can you assess the health of
democracy in Southeast Asia, and what is the U.S. plan to prevent
democratic backsliding in our Southeastern Asian partners?

Mr. BusBY. Thanks for the question, Congresswoman. Well, as I
noted in my testimony, and my colleagues did as well, unfortu-
nately, there has been democratic backsliding throughout the re-
gion, much like as we have seen throughout the world. And we are
trying to push back on that by, first of all, demonstrating to the
people and the governments in the region what the benefits of de-
mocracy are, and that is part of the reason President Biden has
committed to holding a summit for democracies to show that de-
mocracies can deliver.

We are also trying to bolster the role of civil society throughout
these countries, because we believe that independent civil society
can call attention to human rights abuses, to corruption, can help
hold governments accountable when they aren’t addressing the
needs of their people.

Mrs. WAGNER. Thank you.

I am way over my time. I appreciate the chair’s indulgence, and
I yield back. Thank you.

Mr. BERA. Thank you.

Let me go and recognize the gentlelady from Nevada, Ms. Titus.

Ms. Trtus. Yes. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you to the wit-
nesses.

Just changing the subject a little bit, the unrest in Burma does
not seem to be subsiding anytime soon, and regional diplomacy, I
believe, is going to be crucial to bringing some resolution to the
current conflict. And some countries in ASEAN have been very out-
spoken against the coup, but others and the association in general
have offered more tepid responses or rebukes.

Now, I understand that the Five-Point Consensus Agreement
from the Summit in April was a good start, but it is very vague,
and it does not have any details about how ASEAN could enforce
it. And you saw evidence of this earlier in the week when the
Junta ignored the pleas from the ASEAN members to release the
prisoners and they wouldn’t engage in any dialog to bring peace to
the country.

I wonder what our government, our State Department, is doing
to sure up ASEAN or pressure some of those countries to be sure
we are all working in concert and are committed to the efforts to
bring some resolution to this conflict.

Mr. BusBy. Francisco, why do not you take this one.

Mr. BENCOSME. Congresswoman thank you very much for the
question.

Part of Deputy Secretary Sherman’s recent visit to Southeast
Asia was in part to signify U.S. leadership on making sure that
ASEAN played a very constructive role in resolving the human
rights crisis in Burma. Whether it was in Bangkok or in Cambodia
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or Indonesia, she raised the need for both bilaterally and collec-
tively as an institution for ASEAN to be firm and sort of holding
up their fight consensus plan, as well as releasing prisoners like
Aung San Suu Kyi and others.

I think that we agree with your assessment in terms of some of
the challenges we have seen on sort of building that diplomatic
pressure, but at the same time also think that the consensus was
an important opportunity to show leadership on behalf of ASEAN.
And I think that there are also countries in the region like Japan
and Korea who are also stepping up to the plate.

Ms. Trrus. Well, I am glad to hear that because as we try to re-
establish our position internationally, we are going to have to work
with other organizations and former allies. We cannot go it alone.
So I think that the new administration recognizes that and seems
to be taking some steps in that direction based on what you said.

You mentioned—somebody did earlier—backsliding in some of
these countries, democratic backsliding. We are seeing that every-
where, but one country I would like to ask about is Mongolia. That
is the country we really need to be friends with, and they have
been good partners. They have been moving toward democracy.
They are holding Presidential elections now; but they are in a very
dangerous neighborhood and a precarious position both politically
and economically.

I wonder what the State Department and USAID are doing to
engage Mongolian officials. Are we trying to reinforce Democratic
resilience? Are we watching that election? Because there have been
some parties within the country that have taken actions that might
have undermined the democratic process.

I know the Desert Research Institute here in Nevada has a
project there with the cloud seeding to deal with the snowstorms,
and we are working with some of the women’s groups on cashmere
production; but that is just a small piece. What is the general pol-
icy, if you can address that?

Mr. BENCOSME. I am happy to take that question again, Con-
gresswoman.

We have been very concerned about our recent developments in
Mongolia. We have reiterated through our embassy that healthy
major parties on both sides of the upcoming elections are important
for democracy in Mongolia. At the same time, we do believe there
is still a strong commitment to democracy and, that it is still with-
in the U.S. strategic interest for Mongolia to be a stable and viable
democracy.

And we have asked our counterparts to advocate that all issues
of qualifications of candidates be made in accordance to Mongolian
law but also international obligations in terms of human rights.

Ms. TiTus. It is harder and harder for us to maybe set the exam-
ple for how elections should run. I am surprised some people
haven’t sent folks over here to observe our own, but at least we are
trying to send the right message. So thank you for that.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. BERA. Thank you.

Let me go ahead and recognize the gentleman from Tennessee,
Dr. Green.
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Mr. GREEN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and ranking member for
holding this hearing today, and I want to thank our witnesses for
being here.

I am out in my district, the rural part of my district, and so I
thought I would take a little bit and share what their perspective
is on democracy in the region, and it really mostly centers around
what is going on with China.

You know, all too often I think we make the mistake that the
people of China and the Chinese Communist Party or CCP are the
same, but it is important to remember that the desire for freedom
and a demand for self-reliance and human rights exists throughout
much of the population of China. It is not so, of course, with the
totalitarians of the CCP and, in particular, Xi Jinping.

President Xi has wushered in an unprecedented era of
authoritarianism not seen since Mao’s years, from tearing down
crosses at churches and erecting his own image in their place, the
cultural and ethnic genocide against the Uyghurs in Xinjiang, Xi
has gone beyond even Deng Xiaoping who was only a few years re-
moved from Mao.

Let me take a moment and frame the mindset of the current
CCP leadership in a historical context. After Tiananmen Square
where hundreds, potentially thousands of protestors were mas-
sacred, President Bush sent former Secretary of State Kissinger on
a secret mission to China. He observed, and I quote, “The Chinese
leaders were stunned by the reaction of the outside world. They
could not understand why the United States took umbrage at an
event that had injured no American material interest,” end quote.
A party official told Kissinger again, quote, “We do not like to hear
that others ask us what to do. Americans like to ask others do this
or do that. The Chinese people do not want to yield to others,” end
quote.

Fast forward to when Nikki Haley was serving as Ambassador
to the United Nations, confronted the Chinese delegates about the
Uyghurs in Xinjiang. She essentially said that their leaders were
shocked. We did not understand that these were just terrorists.
They seemed to communicate a right to wipe the Uyghurs off the
map for the acts of a few criminals and the world had no right to
tell them what to do.

Now, the current communist emperor in China has made it clear
they still do not want to be lectured on human rights, human dig-
nity, and the value of freedom. But that does not mean we do not
have options or an obligation to live within our values.

Recall after the holocaust the phrase “never again”. The world
can never again sit by and tolerate genocide. We acted in Rwanda,
and we have an obligation to act now because never again is hap-
pening again in Xinjiang. The question, of course, is, what does
that look like? Because while China asserts its Westphalian right
to have no country medal in its internal affairs, the United States
has a right, and I said above, an obligation, to choose with whom
we do business and how we support our allies.

Militarize the manmade islands in the South China Sea against
the findings of an international court, we have every right to navi-
gate those seas. Conduct debt trap and wolf warrior diplomacy with
our allies, well, we will work to reverse the economic freedoms that
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we granted. Steal the intellectual property of our companies, we
will continue to sue in court and create legislation and agreements
which force China’s hand.

Hack our defense systems to advance their own military buildup
so through might they can continue their intimidation, well, we
will shift forces to the Indo-Pacific, and we will build the advanced
weapon systems with which no nation in the history of man has
ever been able to compete. If they were so good at it, why would
they steal ours.

The choice is and always has belonged to the leadership of the
CCP. America worked to grow our relationship with China, and as
the country opened up and stood up, to use Deng and Mao’s own
words, that improved relationship with us and our friends, along
with a good bit of intellectual property debt, and, to be honest, a
lot of hard work by industrious Chinese people has created an eco-
nomic powerhouse. But the termination of the grace we gave, in
light of the return to an authoritarian implementation of socialism
and communism, is our right as well, and China should not be sur-
prised by our response.

America has a right to choose how we interact with nations, be-
have responsibly and see a flourishing friendship. Wrongfully im-
prison an entire people group and, well, we are going to react. Cre-
ate the lie that a pandemic started in a wet market from a pan-
golin that no one has found yet to hide a likely laboratory leak and
your own culpability, well, do not be surprised when the rest of the
world is pissed off and expecting some restitution for those losses.

The people of China should understand the new situation of a
world standing up to the CCP is a result of their authoritarian ac-
tions, specifically the totalitarian leader of Xi Jinping. We want
nothing more than a great relationship with the Chinese people.
However, Xi’s actions are deplorable, and they violate the very
human right of freedom and self-determination, and the United
States has every right to choose our partners based on their con-
duct and values.

My only questions of our witnesses today is, can you describe
how Xi Jinping is different from his predecessors in regards to
human rights and relations with the West?

Mr. BERA. And given that your time is expired, if someone wants
to give a quick response.

Mr. GREEN. Thanks Mr. Chairman.

Mr. BusBY. Let me respond quickly, Congressman. Thank you for
that statement and that question.

We do believe that Xi Jinping has been more repressive than his
predecessors. He has consolidated power in a way that hasn’t oc-
curred previously and in recent years and that the scale of the
abuses has indeed increased under his rule.

You are absolutely right to point out that there is a difference
between the Chinese Government, between the PPC—CCP rather,
and the people of China. And President Biden and Secretary
Blinken have not shied away from calling out Xi Jinping for his
abuses against the Uyghurs and against others.

Mr. GREEN. Thank you.

Mr. BERA. Let me go and recognize the gentleman from Michi-
gan, Mr. Levin.
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Mr. LEVIN. Thanks, Mr. Chairman.

I associate myself with Dr. Green’s remarks and having been in

[inaudible] On June 4, 1989, in—[audio malfunction] The oppres-
sion of the Uyghurs, the Tibetans, and others is just—all the way
to Hong Kong is just horrifying.

But let me start by talking about

[audio malfunction] Who was detained on May 24, he is the man-
aging editor of the News Outlet from Myanmar. He has been on
the Reality of Life in Burma after the February 1 military coup,

[audio malfunction] A dangerous yet essential job that journalists
are doing at unwarranted risk to themselves, but

[audio malfunction] Secretary Blinken

[audio malfunction] To bring Danny home, something that has
just got to happen immediately.

I understand that folks here today aren’t from the State Con-
sular Affairs team so may not be able to speak directly

[inaudible] Related to this case, but I want to use this oppor-
tunity to share my thanks and to ask you to continue doing every-
thing you can to get him home safely as soon as possible.

Mr. Busby and Mr. Bencosme, can one of you share in specific
terms what the Administration is doing to address the danger jour-
nalists are facing in Burma and ensure those who are detained are
released unconditionally?

Mr. BusBY. Let me start and then turned it over to Francisco.

Mr. LEVIN. Somebody? My time is ticking.

Mr. BuUsBY. Yes. Let me being by saying generally we are trying
to support independent journalists as much as we possibly can. The
environment right now is a very tough one for them, but we have
programs that support independent journalism, and diplomatically
we are also speaking out in defense of journalists.

That said, those who are trying to get out of Burma because they
think the danger is too great, we are also doing our best to protect
them.

Let me turn it over to Francisco for details on the particular case
of your constituent that you raise, Congressman.

Mr. BENCOSME. Thank you, Congressman.

The welfare and safety of U.S. citizens is one of the highest prior-
ities that we have here in the U.S. Government. We have both
raised consistently at high levels the military regimes to release
both Daniel Fenster and Nathan Maung and other American jour-
nalists immediately and will continue to do so until they are al-
lowed to return home safely to their families.

As you alluded, consular officers have sought to visit Daniel, but
have been thus far been unafforded access to him by military offi-
cials, and so we will continue to ask the Burmese military for con-
sular access as required by the Vienna Convention on consular
wishes without delay.

Thank you.

[Audio malfunction.]

Mr. BERA. Andy, are you still there?

l\gr. LEVIN. All right. Let me turn to—pardon? Yes. Can you hear
me’

Mr. BERA. We can—it seems like you have a bad connection,
SO——
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Mr. LEVIN. Mr. Chair

Mr. BERA. Andy, it seems like we have got a bad connection.

Mr. LEVIN. Mr. Chair

Mr. BERA. You are going in and out, so try and ask a question.

Mr. LEVIN. Mr. Chairman?

Mr. BERA. Andy, can you hear us?

Mr. BERA. Maybe the staff can work on Mr. Levin’s——

Mr. LEVIN. All right. You can hear me, though?

[audio malfunction]

Mr. BERA. Why do not we have the staff work on Mr. Levin’s con-
nection, and let’s go on to the next member, the gentleman from
Kentucky, Mr. Barr.

Mr. BARR. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, and thanks to our wit-
nesses for your testimony today.

Let me start with Advisor Bencosme. And am I pronouncing that
right, Mr. Bencosme?

Mr. BENCOSME. You are correct, Congressman.

Mr. BARR. Thank you very much. And thank you for your service
and testimony where you rightly point out that the PRC continues
to undermine Hong Kong’s autonomy and civil liberties despite its
obligations under the joint declaration and international law.

And my question to you is about the Biden Administration’s pol-
icy specifically related to Hong Kong. What is the Administration’s
policy in response to China’s violation of international law and
antidemocratic aggression in Hong Kong? You testified that we will
examine all available policy tools to promote accountability for the
Beijing and Hong Kong officials responsible.

Also, the Administration issued a document, the interim security
strategy guidance, and in that document the Biden Administration
committed to working alongside allies to, quote, stand up for de-
mocracy and human rights in Hong Kong. I applaud the Adminis-
tration for those statements, but can you give me some more spe-
cifics? What is the policy specifically to support pro democracy ac-
tivists in Hong Kong?

And given Hong Kong’s authorities against opposition figures
and Beijing’s tightening control of Hong Kong’s elective bodies, is
Hong Kong a lost cause or what is it we can do to respond to Chi-
nese aggression there?

Mr. BENCOSME. Thank you for that question. I will start off and
then maybe turn to PDAS Busby in case I forgot anything.

But I think you are absolutely right that our strategy and lines
of reference includes, one, increasing partners and allies con-
demning the recent actions in sort of degrading the autonomy in
Hong Kong. That includes getting countries like the U.K., Euro-
pean partners, as well as Canada and others to really speak out
against human rights abuses in Hong Kong.

And second, it also means imposing costs for abusers, whether
they be Chinese or Hong Kong officials. So, for example, earlier
this year we imposed sanctions on individuals and making sure
that they do not continue to act with impunity.

And, third, whenever possible, supporting activists and the Hong
Kong people whether it is through civil society support or through
those who are trying to flee, through the closet of natural security
law.
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So I will turn it over to Deputy Busby if he has anything to add.

Mr. BusBY. Nothing to add. Francisco, I think you covered it
well.

Mr. BARR. Yes. Thanks to both of you. And the sanction piece I
think is important, supporting civil society. Supporting those oppo-
sition figures in Hong Kong is important. I do hope there is a fu-
ture for a peaceful political opposition in Hong Kong, and I hope
it is not a lost cause.

Let me turn to Taiwan. We do not want what happened in Hong
Kong and the national security law there to happen to Taiwan. The
lifting of the restrictions on port imports from the United States
was seen as a good faith step by the Taiwanese to work toward a
more comprehensive trade deal with the United States. Secretary
Blinken confirmed with me yesterday that indeed the Biden Ad-
ministration and trade representative Thai will be working toward
perhaps a bilateral agreement there. The CCP would obviously not
want to see a bilateral trade deal between the United States and
Taiwan.

Are we seeing the CCP attempting to influence the upcoming ref-
erendum on the restrictions on port imports, are we seeing the
CCP attempt to influence that? Are we seeing the CCP attempting
to undermine the potential for trade talks?

Mr. BusBY. I personally do not know the answer to that, Con-
gressman. We will need to get back to you. I can say that the CCP
definitely sought to influence the recent Presidential elections in
Taiwan, and we worked closely with the authorities in Taiwan to
help them push back against that, and they did so more success-
fully than many other governments in the world have done.

Mr. BARR. Thank you.

And real quick, Dean Thompson, do our export/import bank and
Development Finance Corporation, do they have access to intel to
better counter belt and road? Do they have access to the intel on
countering those investments with investments of their own?

Mr. THOMPSON. Congressman, thank you for the question.

I believe they do, and we work very closely with them to look at
ways to leverage what they can bring to the table, both in terms
of direct financing, as well as leveraging other capital that may be
out there.

Mr. BARR. I think DFC and AXM are important tools in coun-
tering belts and roads.

Thank you for your indulgence, Mr. Chairman. I yield back.

Mr. BERA. Great. Thank you.

I have a message that Mr. Levin is back. Andy, can you check
your audio?

Mr. LEVIN. Yes. Can you hear me, Ami?

Mr. BERA. Great. So let’s go and give you 2 minutes back if you
want.

Mr. LEVIN. Thanks so much, Mr. Chairman. Very sorry about
that.

In Bangladesh, almost 10 years after the Rana Plaza disaster, we
are seeing challenges to unions. The landmark Accord on Fire Safe-
ty and Building—Fire and Building safety is in danger of unravel-
ling, and U.S. companies never even joined it.
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My first trip abroad as a Member of Congress was to Ban-
gladesh, where I talked to workers and union organizers about the
challenges they face, as well as going to the Rohingya refugee
camps. More than 4.5 million people work in 4,500 garment facili-
ties, making Bangladesh the second largest garment exporter in
the world after China. According to the New York Times, under the
Fire and Safety Building Accord, more than 120,000 fire, building,
and electrical hazards were fixed. Nearly 200 factories with 2 mil-
lion workers lost their contracts because of poor safety standards
after more than 38,000 inspections.

Mr. Busby and Mr. Thompson, will this administration work
with me to support Bangladesh workers’ freedoms to form unions
and to extend and expand specifically what is arguably the most
effective worker safety agreement ever achieved since the dawn of
the global antisweatshop movement in the 1990’s?

Mr. BusBY. Let me start by just saying, Congressman, thank you
for the question, first of all, and we are absolutely committed to
working with you to protect and promote worker rights in Ban-
gladesh.

Over to Dean Thompson for more details.

Mr. THOMPSON. Thank you.

Let me just echo, absolutely, we would look forward to that and,
we are very engaged in working with not just ourselves, amongst
ourselves at the U.S. Government but with like-minded partners in
the ILO to work with unions and other forces in Bangladesh that
are looking to bring change. And we will continue to do that and
look forward to the opportunity as you have described it.

Mr. LEVIN. Okay. But I am asking for a specific answer to my
question on the Accord on Fire and Building Safety, which negotia-
tions have been extended. Will the United States commit to work
with me on that?

Mr. THOMPSON. Yes, sir.

Mr. BusBy. Yes, sir, absolutely.

Mr. LEVIN. Okay. Thank you.

Thanks, Mr. Chairman. Sorry for the technical difficulties.

Mr. BERA. Great. Let me now go ahead and recognize the
gentlelady from Pennsylvania, Ms. Houlahan.

Ms. HOULAHAN. Thank you, Mr. Chair. And thank you all for
being here today.

My first question is for Mr. Thompson. In the United States and
India are the worlds two largest democracies, and as a con-
sequence, I believe that we are uniquely poised to join forces in
promoting a democratic system and democratic values in the Indo-
Pacific region specifically and probably beyond.

My question for Mr. Thompson is, would you agree with that?
And, if so, what kinds of initiatives is the Administration intending
to pursue or already pursuing to be able to pair those two great
democracies with one another?

Mr. THOMPSON. Thanks, Congresswoman.

It is a great point and one we absolutely agree with in terms of
the vast possibilities of our relationship with India. As I mentioned
earlier, we have a global comprehensive strategic partnership with
India. We are looking at ways to both strengthen India’s ability to
be a positive player and influencer throughout the region, and
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when you bring in the Quad member countries as well, the Quad
relationship is extremely important because of the ASEAN cen-
trality and the vast regional reach that it has for us to be able to
bring these kind of democratic ideals across the board.

I would also note that our ability to leverage each other’s assist-
ance programs and, complement one another where relationships
may be stronger between us and a country versus India and a
country, or vice versa, there is a great, leveraging opportunity
there.

So I will leave it there. Perhaps Craig or someone else might
have something.

Ms. HOULAHAN. I actually have a little bit of a follow on question
as well, which is, although, of course, we have two great democ-
racies, including ours and India’s, they are not without their flaws
and problems. And I do have a pretty big Kashmir population in
my community, and there is, of course, concern about the treat-
ment of the Kashmir people.

What is the dialog that is ongoing between the Administration
and the Indian Government on these human rights issues broadly
if you could share a little bit there?

Mr. THOMPSON. Yes, Congresswoman, happily.

You know, the Administration routinely raises issues related to
a vast array of rights and democratic issues with India. Kashmir
is one area where we have urged them to return to normalcy as
quickly as possible, including we have seen some steps taken in re-
lease of prisoners, the restoration of 4G internet access, things of
that nature. There are other electoral steps we would like to see
them take and that we have encouraged them to do and will con-
tinue to do so.

Ms. HouLAHAN. Thank you.

And for the remainder of the of my time, for Mr. Busby, I have
a question that relates to protests that are, of course, ongoing
around the world. Whether it is Hong Kong or Thailand or Burma,
we are seeing a lot of people, particularly young people and espe-
cially women, leading the charge and pushing for reforms in many
of these nations.

What can the United States be doing to help support those young
people and, particularly, women who are engaged in these political
movements? And can we do so without feeding into the narratives
that these movements are facilitated by our foreign interference?

Mr. BusBy. Thank you for the question, Congresswoman.

First of all, you probably heard the Secretary indicate our stead-
fast support for the right of peaceful assembly, and we articulate
our commitment to that right and that others should respect that
right whenever these types of protests occur.

As you rightly note, standing by and supporting the youth of
these countries is very important. We continue to support the
YSEALI program in Asia which involves engagement with the
young people of that region to expose them to America and Amer-
ican values. We have a similar program with young African lead-
ers. So that is one way of maintaining our engagement and support
for young people who are engaging in these sorts of activities.

d then as to women, we continue to have women-specific pro-
grams, programs that are devoted to women’s empowerment, as



53

well as programs to promote and protect women’s rights. And, in-
deed, we continue to have an office specifically devoted to women’s
issues here at the State Department that is focused on these
issues.

Ms. HOULAHAN. And we would love very much in my office to
work with you on those issues, in particular.

[inaudible]

And with that, I appreciate your time, gentlemen, and I yield
back.

Mr. BERA. Great. Let me go ahead and recognize the gentleman
from California, Mr. Lieu.

Mr. LiEu. Thank you, Chairman Bera, for holding this important,
hearing and thank you to our witnesses for your public service and
your time today.

I would like to followup on Representative Sherman’s questions
about Burma. First of all, what the military did in Burma was
wrong. They should be removed from power and doing a coup is
completely unacceptable.

My questions relate to the relatively newly formed National
Unity Government in opposition to this military coup. I note that
prior to this military coup, the Government of Burma was essen-
tially doing what the U.N. called having genocidal intent in slaugh-
tering the Rohingya, sexual assaults of the Rohingya, brutalizing
the Rohingya. A number of these very same members of that gov-
ernment are now part of the National Unity Government. I am dis-
appointed they refuse to recognize the citizenship of the Rohingya,
but I am also really troubled they do not even have a representa-
tive of the Rohingya in this National Unity Government.

So my question to Mr. Bencosme is, is the U.S. or has the U.S.
recognized this National Unity Government yet?

Mr. BENCOSME. Thank you for that question, Congressman Lieu.

The U.S. has met with the National Unity Government as part
of its outreach to civil society in response to the coup. We continue
to support, democracy forces inside the country, as well as those
who are fleeing. But on the question of recognition, we have not
made a decision.

Mr. LIEU. I request that we not recognize this National Unity
Government until they commit to having a representative of the
Rohingya in their National Unity Government.

And I just note that this is one of the darkest days of despair
for them. They are out of power and exiled. They may never get
back, and even during these very dark days, they still cannot man-
age to say they will give citizenship to the Rohingya. They still can-
not manage to have a representative of Rohingya in their govern-
ment. Imagine what they are going to do if they ever get back in
power.

I am going to tell you what they are going to do. They are going
to do the same thing they did before, which is slaughter the
Rohingya with genocidal intent. That is what they did before this
coup. That is what they are going to do afterwards because they
have made zero, zero commitments to not do that in terms of hav-
ing citizenship and having a representative of the Rohingya.

So I request the State Department not to recognize them and be
very forceful in demanding these changes. And as Representative
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Mark Green said, never again. I hope the State Department honors
that thought.

My next question is to Secretary Thompson. It is about Pakistan.
At a prior hearing of House Foreign Affairs Committee, there was
a hearing on Afghanistan. It was brought up how important Paki-
stan was to the future of Afghanistan. And my question to you is,
the State Department recognizes that Pakistan is a critical ally of
the United States. Is that correct?

Mr. THOMPSON. Yes, sir.

Mr. LIEU. So I just am curious because I asked this question at
the prior hearing. I did not get a very good answer to it. There was
a Climate Summit earlier this year where there was a meeting of
40 world leaders. They got exclusive invitations, and the leaders of
India and Bangladesh were invited to this exclusive meeting with
the President, and Pakistan was not invited to that exclusive meet-
ing, even though, according to the Global Climate Change Risk
Index, Pakistan is fifth in terms of being most vulnerable to cli-
mate change. And when we look at the list of 40 countries, Paki-
stan was basically bigger than about 35 of those countries that
were invited to this exclusive meeting with President Biden.

So I am just wondering, what was the thinking there of exclud-
ing the leader of Pakistan from that meeting?

Mr. THOMPSON. Thanks Congressman.

I can speak a little bit to this but may have to take the question
to get you a more fulsome answer if I can. But my understanding
is the invitations for the summit itself were primarily among the
largest emitters and that Pakistan did not fall into that category
but that there was an opportunity then for leaders from several
other countries to sort of have a discussion about the issues as a
way of broadening that discussion.

That was sort of the extent I was involved with it. I am happy
to try and get more information for you.

Mr. Lieu. Thank you.

I do not think it is actually true in terms of emitters because
there were much smaller countries that emitted far less that were
also invited to this meeting.

And I just want to close by saying the State Department just
needs to be sensitive to potential snubs. You cannot just sort of in-
vite the leader of India and Bangladesh to a meeting with the
President but not the leader of Pakistan. They are just not going
to take it the right way. That is one reason we have the State De-
partment so that we do not have these kind of snubs happen dip-
lomatically.

With that, I yield back.

Mr. BERA. Thank you.

Let me go and recognize the gentlelady from Virginia, Ms.
Spanberger.

Ms. SPANBERGER. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. To our
witnesses, thank you for being here. I truly appreciate your time.

My question today is really focused on freedom of the press,
which 1s something that we have discussed specific to particular
journalists so far. But, recognizing that freedom of the press is
really foundational to the protection of human rights and to democ-
racy and since we have seen since COVID and the pandemic has
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begun that there really is an importance of objective reporting in
public health as an example, and when freedom of the press is
hampered, so is the ability of everyday citizens to separate facts
from fiction and navigate an increasing presence of misinformation
and disinformation.

But across the world, there are many countries where it does re-
main very dangerous to be a journalist, and this is particularly con-
cerning to me as we see the journalists around the world are lit-
erally facing increasing crackdowns and constraints, and we have
seen this in South Asia in particular,

So Mr. Busby, Mr. Thompson, I was wondering, could you please
provide an assessment of freedom of the press in countries such as
India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, for example, and what threats to jour-
nalists, individuals may be facing or experiencing there or else-
where in the region?

Mr. BusBy. Thank you, Congresswoman, for the question.

We couldn’t agree more on the importance of free and inde-
pendent press, and we indeed speak out in favor of free and inde-
pendent press wherever there are threats to freedom of the press,
and we also have a variety of programs, some of which the State
Department administers and some of which USAID administers,
dedicated to freedom of the press.

I would note that a couple of years ago the U.K. started some-
thing called the Media Freedom Coalition specifically designed to
address threats to press freedom, and we are working very closely
with the U.K. in speaking out in individual cases as well as sup-
porting journalists generally around the world who are threatened.

Let me turn it over to Dean now for a specific analysis of the
South Central Asia region.

Mr. THOMPSON. Thanks, Scott, and thank you for the question,
Congresswoman.

It remains, as Scott said, an area we watch very closely and, in
fact, work with many different journalism groups to try to continue
to promote freedom of the press, freedom of expression in all of the
countries in the region.

It is a little hard to give you one answer because each country
has some different issues. Certainly we have been concerned in
Pakistan and Bangladesh with regard to some of the restrictions on
journalists that have been there. Similarly, at times that has hap-
pened in India, though I think India we can say has a very vibrant
press overall that reports very freely on its government.

But just getting back to the specifics of what we do, I think that,
with our colleagues from USAID, with our colleagues from DRL, we
are always looking for ways to build the capacity and ability of
journalists to report and broaden the knowledge base, if you will,
of the citizenry.

As you rightfully noted, COVID has been a tremendous example
of where information is critically important and access to informa-
tion has to be protected.

Ms. SPANBERGER. And challenges that may or may not be im-
pacting the press, do you see any particular problems that those
present for you all as it relates predominantly to diplomacy in com-
municating our message, our values, our purpose in engaging? Are
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there any challenges that, from an American perspective, facing
out you may see in terms of issues related to a free press overseas?

Mr. THOMPSON. Scott, if it is OK, maybe I will start that.

I would say that it can be an issue, of course, if you are dealing
with a country that has a restrictive press environment, and in
which case we will look for alternate ways to get our message
across and a broad number of ways.

So, there may be government outlets. There may be private out-
lets. There may be social media opportunities. We are quite inter-
ested in looking at where are the people looking for news and
where are they getting their information and how can we take that
to them in a number of different ways, whatever the media might
be.

Ms. SPANBERGER. Thank you very much. And I am almost out of
time, so I appreciate your last comment.

Certainly in our other subcommittees we have heard from jour-
nalists in other parts of the world, in other regions where people
do really get creative in how they disseminate information and en-
sure that good quality information is out there in other places as
well.

So thank you for your answers.

Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. BERA. Great. Thank you for that.

And I know—I think we lost Mr. Chabot to technical issues. So
with that, I am going to go ahead and make some closing remarks.

And, again, want to thank the witnesses for, your public service
and your continued work to uphold our democratic values in the re-
gion. And, I think this subcommittee, as well as Members of Con-
gress as you have heard today, want to work in a bipartisan way
with the Administration to strengthen those values.

And I know when I think about the region and think about the
great power competition of China, I often think about it in terms
of, obviously, there is an economic competition, influence competi-
tion, but there is a competition of values. And the more we can do
to strengthen our relationship with like-minded allies and like-val-
ued allies, such as some of the initiatives with the Quad and some
of the conversations taking place, to set the rules of norms, there
is a competition of those values here in the 2lst century. And I
think it is pertinent to the people of the world that democratic val-
ues, free market values, the human rights that come with that ac-
tually win the day.

So, again, thank you for your work in these areas. We look for-
ward to working with each of you as we move those values forward.

And with that, I will bring this hearing to a close, and the meet-
ing is adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 12:44 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.]
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oppressed and their leadership put in jail. The military junta continues to control Burma, despite
ongoing protests against their rule. We can’t afford to let these trends continue or allow China’s
influence to grow. As the COVID-19 pandemic puts severe strain on countries’ economic and
political systems, exacerbating an already worrying trend away from democracy, we must
refocus our efforts to strengthen democratic systems of governance.

Upholding and defending democratic values is a cornerstone of a secure and prosperous country.
As President of the NATO Parliamentary Assembly, I have made promoting democracy my top
priority for my tenure by proposing the formation of the Democratic Resilience Center at NATO,
an institution which would serve as a resource for challenges to the common values shared by
member states. It would provide advice and assistance on election integrity and security, judicial
independence, press freedom, and other issues important to maintaining a vibrant democracy. It
would further demonstrate that NATO is much more than a military bloc — we are an alliance of
nations with a shared set of ideals and values. This model, once adopted, could serve as a guide
for other alliances, such as those in the Indo-Pacific, to promote democratic values in every
corner of the globe.

Until then, it is critical that the United States continue to support and defend our allies in the
Indo-Pacific region against threats to their democracy. One such longstanding ally and vibrant
democracy is Taiwan. China’s increasingly hostile actions against Taiwan have further strained
Cross Strait relations. For more than 40 years, I have been a proud friend to and defender of
Taiwan. I worked on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee when the Taiwan Relations Act
was drafted, and now have the honor of Co-Chairing the Congressional Taiwan Caucus with my
friend Mr. Chabot. Together, we recently re-introduced the Taiwan International Solidarity Act
(H.R. 2646) which clarifies that the TAIPEI Act of 2019 made no commentary on Taiwan’s
status and did not convey sovereignty over Taiwan to China. I look forward to seeing this
legislation considered by this Committee and signed into law soon. I have also made numerous
statements and co-sponsored legislation defending Taiwan’s right to regain observer status in the
World Health Organization (WHO), particularly considering the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Taiwan is by no means the only country in the Indo-Pacific that needs our support. On February
1, the military seized control of Burma, detaining the democratically elected leader Aung San
Suu Kyi. Burmese citizens have bravely taken to the streets and been brutally murdered
protesting the military junta’s rule and demanding a return to the democracy they fought so hard
to obtain. In February, I introduced the Protect Democracy in Burma Act of 2021 (HR. 1112),
which requires the State Department to report to Congress on U.S. efforts to engage with the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) to support a return to Burma’s democratic
transition and to influence the United Nations to hold those responsible for the coup accountable.
One month later, this bill passed the House unanimously, underscoring the widespread
agreement in the United States Congress that we must do everything in our power to force the
military to cede control back to the government elected by the Burmese people.

Finally, as chair of the Korea Caucus, I know how critical it is that we continue to reinforce our
relationship with South Korea, not only to counter Chinese efforts, but North Korea’s persistent
nuclear ambitions as well. Ahead of President Moon’s recent visit to the White House, I re-
introduced the Partner with Korea Act (H.R. 3382), which will provide 15,000 high-skilled visas
to South Korean nationals and build on our existing Free Trade Agreement with South Korea.
Passing this legislation will be a definitive signal to China and North Korea that we
unequivocally stand by our allies and underscore the benefits associated with support for
democracy and democratic ideals.

However, American efforts to support these values in the Indo-Pacific will likely be to little avail
unless and until we adequately counter China militarily and oppose their widespread human
rights violations. China’s military actions in the region are a threat to all democratic allies.
Beijing’s unlawful activities and assertiveness in the South and East China Seas not only
jeopardize regional peace and stability but also pose a direct challenge to international law and
norms. Japan is being forced to constantly repel Chinese incursion into the waters around the
Senkaku Islands, despite their unquestionable sovereignty. We must work with existing networks
of allies and partners to push back on China’s territorial and sovereignty claims.

As to their human rights record, since 2016, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) has detained
over a million Uyghurs and other Turkic Muslim minorities in “re-education centers,” where
they are subjected to food deprivation, beatings, and sexual abuse. Many are also held in forced
labor camps, completely cut off from all contact with relatives and loved ones. I welcomed
President Biden’s executive order which prohibits investments in Chinese defense and
surveillance firms that manufacture and use technology to facilitate human rights abuses, but I
don’t believe it’s enough to force China to change their ways on either issue, and more must be
done.

Left unchecked, China poses a grave threat to rules-based international order. The United States
and our allies must double-down on existing efforts to support like-minded nations in the Indo-
Pacific to ensure that their democratic values can flourish and stand up against Beijing’s
influence. I am eager to use my position in Congress to support this noble effort.
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Questions for the Record from Representative Young Kim
House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee on Asia, the Pacific, Central Asia, and
Nonproliferation
“Democratic Values in the Indo-Pacific in an Era of Strategic Competition”
June 9, 2021

Question:
“Mr. Bencosme, can you describe the efforts EAP is engaging in to promote and achieve tangible
results on in regard to improving the human rights situation in North Korea?”

Answer:

Mr. Bencosme: EAP, alongside the rest of the Biden-Harris Administration, is putting human
rights back at the center of our foreign policy, including in North Korea, and we are united with
like-minded partners in calling out human rights abuses and violations. The DPRK is among the
most repressive authoritarian states in the world. Its human rights situation is appalling. We will
continue to work with the international community to raise awareness, highlight abuses and
violations, increase access to independent information, and promote respect for human rights in
the DPRK.

Question:
“Mr. Hart, can you shed light on the current humanitarian situation on the ground in North
Korea? Especially as it compares between the more rural areas and Pyongyang?”

Answer:

Mr. Hart: The humanitarian situation in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK)
has deteriorated since the DPRK closed its borders due to the COVID-19 pandemic in January
2020. The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs estimated 10.6 million
people in need of humanitarian assistance including 2.67 million children as of June 2021. While
the humanitarian situation had improved slightly pre-pandemic, critical needs remain in food
security, nutrition, health, and water, sanitation, and hygiene, and have been compounded by the
impacts of COVID-19.

In June, the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) released a report on food security,
which estimates that there is a food shortage in DPRK equivalent to nearly 2.5 months of food
use. Without food imports or foreign aid, FAO warns that households could experience a
deterioration of food security between August and October. The DPRK also remains vulnerable
to natural disasters, particularly droughts and floods, exacerbated by existing critical needs.

COVID-19-related restrictions have severely limited humanitarian presence and activities in-
country, including movement outside Pyongyang. International humanitarian staff have departed
DPRK, and international organizations are supporting local staff remotely. Due to access
limitations, the humanitarian community is unable to assess the full impact of COVID-19 and the
overall humanitarian situation, including potential disparities between urban and rural
populations. The DPRK officially maintains a statistic of zero in-country COVID-19 cases.
Additionally, the DPRK has been allocated approximately 1.7 million doses under COVAX;
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however, no doses have been delivered to date. DPRK has not completed the requirements for
accepting COVAX Advanced Market Commitment donation; they fulfilled most requirements
but have not completed the indemnity and liability for vaccines offered.

“Secretary Thompson, China has strong incentives to avoid chaos in Burma to maintain its
economic and strategic interests in the region, but it also views the country as a battleground for
preventing the encroachment of democratic values and Western interests in its backyard. How
can the U.S. engage with civil society leaders in Burma to fortify democratic values and
institutions in the country?”

Answer:

Secretary Thompson: The United States will continue our longstanding support for civil society
actors in Burma. This is vital in the face of the military coup in February, through which the
military has attempted to overturn the will of the people as expressed in Burma’s November
2020 elections. We will continue to make clear to the international community that the coup is
destabilizing for the entire region.

We will continue to support Burma’s pro-democracy movement, ethnic and religious
communities, and others through strong diplomatic engagement and provision of foreign
assistance to empower them as they work to restore Burma’s democratic transition. In addition,
the United States will continue to encourage our partners, allies, and others to engage
representatives of the pro-democracy movement, including in international organizations and
major international events, and to deny the military regime international credibility.

Mr. Hart: USAID’s priority in Burma is the restoration of democracy. Our near-term objectives
are: 1) restore democratic space, human rights, and accountability via civil society, independent
media, and investing in Burma’s future leaders; 2) support the people of Burma to meet ongoing
and emerging needs for access to humanitarian assistance (HA) and essential services (in
coordination with State/PRM); and 3) counter the military’s and China’s role in the economy.
Even before the February coup d’etat, USAID worked closely with Burma’s civil society
organizations (CSO) and leaders, and other actors to strengthen democratic values and
institutions in Burma. USAID’s work with political parties, activists, and civil society ensured
more than 70 percent of eligible voters participated in the November 2020 elections—a higher
turnout than in Burma’s first democratic elections of 2015.

After the coup, USAID quickly redirected more than $42 million away from existing bilateral
programs that could have benefitted the military junta’s institutions and pivoted these funds to
increase our work with CSOs and their leadership to counter the undemocratic forces attacking
Burma’s democratic people and institutions. Across all sectors of our work in Burma, we are
increasing our investments in Burma’s next generation of leaders to advance a free and open
society and equip them to push for democratic institutions and processes. USAID projects were
adapted to save lives and protect the dignity and human rights of the people of Burma.

Our support for civil society is empowering independent voices to continue to press for respect
for human rights, a future that includes inclusive and equitable governance, and ending impunity
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for the military for their actions against numerous ethnic populations, including Rohingya, Shan,
Rakhine, Chin Karen, and Kachin civilians. USAID continues to support independent media and
the public service provided by Burma’s journalists.

Envisioned as a program to enhance and build a cadre of future leaders for Burma even before
the coup, USAID/Burma’s Lincoln Scholars U.S. graduate scholarship program continues
despite the coup and is now all the more important to Burma’s future civilian leadership.
Focused on improving the technical competencies and enhancing the leadership potential of
Burma’s next generation of leaders, this scholarship program will send 100 scholars total over
five years to the U.S. for their Masters Degrees. The first 14 of a cohort of 17 scholars left for
various US universities in August of 2020 and the next cohort are expected to start in August
2021.



