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QUESTION:  Mike, welcome to the podcast.
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Great.  It’s great to be with you both.
QUESTION:  Mr. Secretary, I really want to ask you about Hong Kong and China.  This has really been the year of China in so many ways, and as soon as COVID started to fade, they stepped up their aggression in Hong Kong.
We had Joshua Wong on the podcast a couple weeks ago, and they’re really worried.  You’ve taken some steps, but tell me what you think U.S. options are.
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Well, Danielle, that’s an important topic, and it needs to be put in context.  Your point about the behavior of the Chinese Communist Party, which continued to hide and obfuscate and delay the global response to the pandemic that began in Wuhan – now the actions that the Chinese Communist Party has made with respect to destroying the amazing freedoms of the people of Hong Kong decades before the promise that they’d made to the people of Hong Kong ran out.
Those are just two pieces of the behavior of this regime of the Chinese Communist Party.  The nature and the activity that they’re undertaking, the continued efforts to steal intellectual property, to advance in the South China Sea.  We see even today increasing forces of China moved up to the north of India on the line of actual control there on the Indian border.
These are the kinds of actions that authoritarian regimes take, and they have a real impact not only on the Chinese people there in China and Hong Kongers in Hong Kong, but a real impact on people all around the world.  And the United States has a responsibility and the capability to push back against that, ensure that the American people are properly served by a foreign policy that recognizes the threats that emanate from China today.
QUESTION:  So how are we going to push back on China, particularly – let’s focus on Hong Kong for a minute because this is the crisis of the moment.  How are we going to push back on China regarding Hong Kong?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  You bet, Marc.  Let’s focus on Hong Kong.  First, look, we always hold out hope that the Chinese Communist Party will change direction and continue to honor their commitments that they made under international law they created, they signed on for.  Our actions will certainly be aimed at trying to convince them that that’s the right course of action.  It’s what we hope for for the world and for the people of Hong Kong.
But in the event that they don’t go in that direction, which is I think the more likely case given what we have seen them do over the past several weeks, the United States is going to impose a cost on the decisionmakers who denied this freedom to the people of Hong Kong.  We will also, as I said in a statement that I made this week that I was required to do in a report to Congress, we no longer have a highly autonomous region.  That means that the behavior and the relationships that we have with Hong Kong will look more like the relationships we have with China.  That is, the preference set that was given to Hong Kong as a result of the Chinese commitment to freedom in Hong Kong and one country and two systems will begin to look less and less like there are really two systems as a reflection of the fact that there aren’t.
So the president will lay out the range of responses that we’re going to undertake.  And then in addition to that, I was on the phone with my Australian counterpart earlier this morning, been talking to my counterparts all across the region and across the world.  I think the world has come to understand that a commitment from the Chinese Communist Party is no longer something that they can rely upon, and that has real implications for how we ought to respond to what they’re doing in Hong Kong today.
QUESTION:  One more follow-up before I turn it to Dani.  The law that the Chinese have passed is supposed to take effect probably in September, which is the same time that Hong Kong is supposed to hold free elections for the legislative council.  Joshua Wong, as Dani said, was on the podcast recently and he said that the pro-democracy movement is planning to run candidates based on their success in the district elections.  They think that they can win a majority in the legislative council.  What happens if China tries to – cancels the election, stop pro-democracy people from running, or cracks down on people in the streets who protest in response to that?  What are we going to do?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Well, we’re very concerned that Carrie Lam, who’s responsible for the holding of the elections, will make a decision because she thinks the elections won’t go the way she wants them to go, will either delay the election or cancel the elections and use the ruse, the fear that there would be violence or something like that, which is just unfounded.  The Hong Kongers have held successful elections for years and years, so we are urging Hong Kong to continue to move forward for those.
Look, in the event that they make the decision not to hold those elections, I think you’ll see that as really the final nail in the coffin with respect to any pretense that Hong Kong, the – you know, Marc, I’m sure you’ve been there – the financial center that it is, the freedom that the people have there, the ability to speak their mind that the people have had in Hong Kong for all these years, that will be gone.  And I think you’ll see the United States respond in a way that reflects that changed circumstance, changed circumstances that were driven not by British policy, not by American policy, not by UN policy, but by the policy of the Chinese Communist Party.
QUESTION:  So Mr. Secretary, you mentioned Australia, you mentioned India, you mentioned the South China Sea.  Marc and I have been talking a lot about – both with people in Hong Kong and elsewhere – and one of the things that Marc has suggested to me is that he thinks that the Chinese are acting from a place of weakness and fear, that that’s one of the things that’s driving this strife and aggression that we’ve seen over the last six months.  Sure, there was a bunch beforehand, but we’ve really seen an escalation over that time period.  What do you see as the root of this?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Your point is very well taken.  It’s not just over the past six months.  We’ve seen over the past number of years continued Chinese build out of their military capabilities, and then continually more aggressive action.  I mentioned India.  You’ve mentioned the South China Sea.  We see these same kind of things with them attempting to build ports around the world as part of their Belt and Road Initiative, places where they can move the People’s Liberation Army Navy.  We’ve seen their continued efforts to expand militarily.
Danielle, I’ll be honest, for 20 years the United States has not responded to these things in a real way.  We’ve viewed the 1.5 billion people in the Chinese Market as so important to the American economy, and the risk that the Chinese would respond by closing us out for the favor of some other nation – I think people have just been too worried about that to actually take the responses that we take to every other country that behaves in the way that China has done.
President Trump hasn’t done that.  President Trump’s made very clear, whether it’s the signature issue on trade where he made clear the responsibility for there to be fair, reciprocal trade, but now beginning to move to all the other elements of power that the Chinese Communist Party is trying to expand.  So I think you’ve seen, too, our Department of Defense do its part to begin to make sure that we do the things that are right to challenge this continued expansion and aggression in a way that is responsible.  And I’m confident we’ll continue to do that.
QUESTION:  Do you see, Mr. Secretary, our allies standing with us?  We’ve certainly seen concerns coming out of Australia, coming out of Europe, which has been very hesitant, as we saw when England made the wrong decision on 5G.  Do you think there’s going to be a turnaround among our allies on this question?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  So I spent two and a half years trying to make sure that we had the facts out there, that I was articulating the risk.  Whether those were risks – you mentioned Huawei and ZTE – whether these were risks associated with the Belt and Road Initiative, diplomatic input – right – big, diplomatic operations all around the world where the Chinese Communist Party is attempting to use their diplomats to exert political influence inside of these countries and undermine many of these countries’ governments.
I think you have seen a shift over the past two years, but most dramatically over the past six months as a result of what I think was laid bare during the coronavirus issue.  The nature of an authoritarian regime, how they respond in a time of crisis, how they hide and use disinformation, and how all of the incentives inside of the country are set up to prevent protecting other people around the world.  I could spend a lot of time talking about the fact they closed down Hubei Province but continued to demand that the World Health Organization not identify for the world the magnitude of the threat.
I think the world has seen that.  And so you mentioned Australia, you mentioned the United Kingdom.  I think many countries are beginning to recognize the threat that is to their people and to their nation as a result of the nature of the Chinese Communist Party and its continued efforts to expand its reach around the world, and I’m confident that will continue to grow and the United States will lead the way in making sure that that group of freedom-loving nations, who found their nations on the idea of individual rights and human dignity, will stay together, and we will ultimately be successful delivering on those for the people of each of our democratic nations.
QUESTION:  So if China were to use these new security laws to crack down in Hong Kong, the goal of our sanctions and policies is to tell them they’re going to pay a huge price for that in Hong Kong in terms of capital flight and brain drain, and Hong Kong won’t be the city it was, the cash cow it was for them as a result.  One of the things the British have done is they’re giving right of abode to Hong Kongers – if they don’t feel comfortable in Hong Kong anymore they can leave and bring their entrepreneurial creativity and energy to Britain.
Are we going to consider that as a possibility to make the United States welcome Hong Kong people to come here and bring their entrepreneurial creativity to our country?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  We are considering it.  I don’t know precisely how it will play out.  The British have, as you know, a different relationship.  A lot of these folks have British national passports.  There’s a long history between Hong Kong and the United Kingdom; it’s very different.  But we’re taking a look at it.
And if I might add one more point, Marc, your point about imposing costs on China by denying them the enormous financial benefit they received as a result of Hong Kong being the world’s capital center, we will do other things, too.  We don’t want to punish the Hong Kong people.  That is not our objective.  It may be the corollary result of the Chinese Communist Party’s actions, but we will also take actions that are directed at those people who made the decisions, who strayed from international law and refused to honor the commitments that the Chinese Communist Party made to the world as a result of this treaty.
And so we will not be limiting ourselves to things that impact Hong Kong, but also doing our best to deter China from continuing its efforts to deny freedom to peoples to whom they had previously promised to them.
QUESTION:  If we can just switch gears for a moment, I’d like to quickly ask about Iran.  This has been no holiday for the bad guys.  We’ve been talking about China, but the administration is also talking about a potential lifting of UN sanctions on conventional weapons for Iran.  I know a lot of this has been behind the scenes.  What do you see as the escalating dangers from Iran, and how optimistic are you that we’re going to be able to prevail in snapping back those kinds of sanctions onto Iran?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  The continuing threat from the Islamic Republic of Iran remains.  It has violated a number of its nuclear commitments that it signed up for under the JCPOA.  We have continued our campaign.  The most obvious thing that people see us do is the sanctions that we put in place, but the campaign is much greater than that.  We put resources in place to deter Iranian aggression on the ground.  We’ve put diplomatic power behind uniting the world in a number of ways with respect to Iran’s terrorism.  We have convinced the Germans just last month to designate Hizballah.  We’re working with partners all around the world to continue to constrain Iran’s capacity to ultimately get a nuclear weapon and to limit their capabilities on missiles and terrorism as well.
As you mentioned, in October of this year, on the 18th of October, the Russians will be able to sell equipment to Iran.  They’re lining it up.  The Chinese will be able to sell tanks to Iran.  I’m confident looking to figure out how they can make money from that.  We have a plan that we believe will successfully prevent that from happening.
We are hopeful.  We are hopeful the world will unite, that the United Kingdom or other parties to the JCPOA will recognize the threat from the expiration of the arms embargo that occurs just, goodness, a few months from now, and themselves use their rights to make sure that that doesn’t happen.
We’d love to extend the prohibition on arm sales to Iran by agreement of all of the parties, all of the parties to the participants in 2231.  In the event that doesn’t happen, we’re going to use our diplomatic capability to prevent it from happening.  It’s too important.  It’s too dangerous to the world to allow Iran, after just what would be now five years of the agreement, to be able to again arm themselves, purchase high-end weapon systems from the Russians and the Iranians, making it even more difficult for us to stop them from building out their nuclear program.  It was a fundamental flaw of the JCPOA, and we’re determined to do everything we can to prevent that expiration of the arms embargo from taking place.  I’m confident that we can do it.
QUESTION:  Let me shift to the International Criminal Court.  I understand that the ICC is now pursuing an investigation of the United States for alleged war crimes in Afghanistan.  That was the exact thing that when we didn’t sign up to the Court, and we’re not a party to the Court and we warned that eventually the ICC would be investigating the United States, even though we’re not a state party and the American people haven’t given consent to its jurisdiction.  Are you concerned about that, and what are we doing about it?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  I’m very concerned about it, Marc.  We’ve done a lot of work in my three and a half years, first as director of CIA and now in my current role.  You’ll see in the coming days a series of announcements not just from the State Department, from all across the United States Government, that attempt to push back against what the ICC is up to.
I use the phrase “ICC,” Marc, because it’s difficult for me to conceptualize what goes on there as a court.  This is not a court in the sense of what we would understand here in the United States as an Article III court: independent, with all the rights and due processes there.  We also never gave consent, and understand international law, one of the key features of exercise of power by bodies such as the ICC is that you say if I want to be part of that.  We never signed up for it.
We didn’t do it for the very reasons that you described, and now this court has become corrupted and is attempting to go after the young men and women of the United States of America who fought so hard, and they did so under the rule of law in the most civilized nation in the world, the United States of America, and they’re now suggesting somehow that our ability to, when we – have someone does something wrong, our inability[1] to police that up is inadequate and they think that the ICC ought to be able to haul these young men and women in.
We will never let that happen.  We’re working along many fronts to prevent it from happening.  They’re doing this not just to us, but to Israel, where they’re beginning to look into what took place in the West Bank.  Again, it’s completely inappropriate, it’s completely inconsistent with international law, and it puts our young men and women at risk and it’s something President Trump and our team aren’t going to permit to happen.
I don’t want to get ahead of the announcements we’re going to make in the coming days, but I think you’ll see, and I think that the ICC and the world will see, that we are determined to prevent having Americans and our friends and allies in Israel and elsewhere hauled in by this corrupt ICC.
QUESTION:  I want to just take you back quickly to a follow-up on the Iran sanctions question.  Big headlines in recent days about an illegal Iranian oil shipment to our friends, the dictatorship in Venezuela.  I know that there was a lot of debate going on inside the administration about what our options were, what should we do.  Ultimately, the decision was made to let that go, but can you help us out with the thinking on (a) what to do about that, and (b) why we decided not to somehow block the shipment of that oil?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Yeah.  Danielle, I don’t want to talk about internal deliberations, but we did manage to stop – I think it ended up being four of seven or four of nine of the vessels that were bringing gasoline to Maduro.  Look, we have a sanctions regime in place on the Islamic Republic of Iran and a sanctions regime in place with respect to Venezuela.  Those regimes are never perfect at enforcement.  We have had real luck.  We’ve taken Iran from about three million barrels a day down to – I guess last month it was perhaps as little as 70,000 barrels.  We’ve had an average of under half a million barrels a day for – I think it’s the last six or eight months now.
So the sanctions have been very effective, but whether it’s North Korea or Venezuela or Iran, we never get perfect enforcement.  We have to make good decisions about how to do that rationally and how to achieve it.  The American people should know we watched what happened there, we understand what happened there, we observed all of the activity around it, and there will be people who engage in these activities, who try to violate American sanctions, who will ultimately be held accountable for what took place.  This was just enough gasoline for a couple of weeks in Venezuela.  I wish that it had not gotten there.  We’re watching it.  We know that this will happen again, and I – the world should watch as we do everything we can to make sure that we enforce these sanctions in ways that make sense for the American people.
QUESTION:  In the wake of this failed private invasion that happened recently, I mean, what are we going to do to get rid of Maduro?  Is it a realistic policy to try and flip people in the regime, or is he going to be – have to be removed in a more robust way?
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Marc, you’ve been around this stuff a long time.  These leaders stay in place until precisely the moment they do not.  (Laughter.)  And Jim Baker reminded me that days before the regime fell, the former communist regime fell, people were writing in The Washington Post about how the administration’s policies had failed and they would never leave and it would be there forever.  I think that’s the way these go.  I couldn’t tell you.  And I have never made any commitment, nor has the President, about when Maduro will leave, but we know that we’re determined to do everything we can to prove that day will come.
And so the actions that we have taken and will continue to take will drive an effort to build out a democratic Venezuela.  That’s the mission set.  It’s not just Maduro leaving.  The Cubans have to go, too.  To the extent the Cubans remain there, the security apparatus, the people that are actually around Maduro today – you still won’t be able to have a set of free and fair elections so the Venezuelan people can restore their own democracy.  We’ve built out a big coalition, several dozen, I think it’s now 60 nations, all working together to deliver that outcome for the Venezuelan people.  I couldn’t tell you by what means that will ultimately be achieved, but I am very confident that the Venezuelan people understand the horrors that have been imposed on them by Nicolas Maduro and by some of the most senior military leaders.
We saw the Department of Justice decisions on indictments against some of the narcotrafficking that was taking place amongst those senior leaders.  But we do hope.  We think there are people inside the Venezuelan military today, fairly senior people, who understand that this path forward doesn’t work for them, for their families and those around them, and in the end there will be good decisions made that help Venezuela restore its own democracy.
QUESTION:  So Dani had an exit question for you, because we wanted to touch on all these political attacks that have been waged against you recently and give you a chance to say something.  Dani, go ahead.
QUESTION:  It hasn’t escaped any of us who live in Washington that there’s been a certain coarsening of the political debate over recent years.  One of the things that prompted me to ask you to join us was these particularly nasty and personal articles about you.  Now, the President, who is the head of the Republican Party, is part of a fight that’s always going to be going on.  It’s highly politicized, it’s a highly politicized role, and that kind of comes with the territory.  I’ve really never seen personal attacks on the Secretary of State in the way that I have in recent weeks.  And again, I’m sure you don’t pay attention to this sort of garbage, but I’m curious why you think there has been this sharpening of attacks on you and your office of Secretary of State in recent weeks.
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Danielle, we live in a time where there’s this pointed, sharp criticism.  Look, I – there was a piece the other day that said I was the worst secretary of state of all time.  It was about policy; fair enough.  Those are reasonable debates.  These attacks – people have attacked me for my Christian faith.  They’ve come after my wife.  The allegations have all been largely unfounded.  They broke out when I made the recommendation to the President that we had an inspector general that was leaking information, that was instigating investigations as a direct result of policy decisions that they didn’t like.  It’s just not how inspector generals are supposed to work.  And then the floodgates opened and there are these series of personal attacks.
I don’t know what motivated them.  I regret them.  I don’t pay a lot of attention to them in the sense of I’ve got a lot going on and I don’t want to give them the credit and distract me from the mission that I have on behalf of President Trump.  He’s got the same thing.  He’s had these same kinds of personal attacks on him.  I don’t know the motivation.  I do know that they are not constructive in a democracy.  They don’t help, to have people talking about false things about what I did, what my wife did, when we are trying to serve.
And if people disagree with the decisions we’ve made, so be it, but Senator Menendez came after me for going back to the state of Kansas.  I think I’ve been back four times in three and a half years.  It’s my home; I love it there.  I miss Kansas.  And he filed a complaint with the Office of Special Counsel, and unsurprisingly, the Office of Special Counsel came back and said we don’t have any evidence there’s anything wrong here.  It’s the kind of thing – and the stories are just out there.  They’re legion and they repeat themselves, and then they first get printed in some rag, and then Politico picks them up, and then the next thing you know they’re on CNN or MSNBC.  It’s not constructive.  It doesn’t help the State Department deliver its diplomatic mission around the world.  And I hope only that we all can recognize they’re not appropriate, they’re not the right thing to do, and we can all start to get this right.
QUESTION:  Well, Mr. Secretary, we’re really grateful that you joined us on the podcast.
SECRETARY POMPEO:  Well, that’s very kind.  Thank you all.  Thank you all very much for your time today.

