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The United States should take advantage of the current international climate to develop new relationships with the Russian government and people, Rep. Curt Weldon, Pennsylvania Republican, told Council members May 13 at the National Press Club.

Rep. Weldon distributed copies of his proposals for bilateral cooperation in 11 key areas, coinciding with the upcoming summit meeting between leaders of the two nations and announcement of a new nuclear weapons treaty between them. The proposals were accompanied by a cover letter to President Bush, signed by more than 100 members of Congress, including three influential senators. 

The congressman described his record of working for closer relationships with the Soviet Union, but was also critical of U.S. inaction in holding the Soviets to provisions of the ABM treaty. He worked to set up a formal relationship between Congress and the Russian legislature, the Duma, and has taken more than 200 members of Congress there. He described how they have worked on specific initiatives such as an environmental action plan in Russia and help with their nuclear contamination problems. 

Attempting to encourage a Russian middle class, Rep. Weldon said he and Rep. Charles Taylor worked five years ago to establish a Russian home mortgage system, setting up a U.S.-Russian joint board. However, he could not get White House backing for the plan. 

"What's troubled me so much in the '90s was that we were so focused on helping Yeltsin…we lost sight of what we should have been doing for the Russian people," he said, noting that the average Russian never saw any benefit of money from the U.S. The Russians had three ways to get hard currency: sell off nuclear technology, sell off controlled arms or develop energy resources. 

Rep. Weldon described the Russian military degradation, and how they were unable to account for more than 80 atomic devices. "Proliferation was out of control in the '90s and instead of confirming it we denied it," he said. Demonstrating how military hardware had been transferred to countries like Iraq, he displayed on the lectern three Russian-built technical devices for missile guidance that our government had "captured." He described congressional efforts to pass an Iranian sanctions act which President Clinton vetoed. 

The U.S. and Russia now need to take a new look at each other as friends, he said. The plan he sent to the White House calls for cooperation in 11 areas: agricultural development, cultural/educational development; defense and security; economic development; energy/natural resources; environmental cooperation; health care; judicial/legal systems; local governments; science and technology, and space and aeronautics. 

"We will never have this opportunity again," Rep. Weldon said, "the stars are all lined up…." Referring to the bilateral treaty announced Monday capping nuclear arms, he added "George Bush has an opportunity no other President has had….I am convinced we can be key leaders in world peace." 

In response to a question from the audience, the congressman said that they are attempting to expand cooperative programs into all of the former Soviet republics, starting with Ukraine, Moldova and Uzbekistan. Replying to another question, he said the bulk of the programs will not involve federal funds, that he is "not advocating a massive new outlay of money." He said he meets with dissident groups in Russia, including representatives of the news media. 

One questioner asked whether energy policy was the most significant area of cooperation. 

"If I were Bush I would jump on Russia," Rep. Weldon replied. "We are mired down in the Middle East because of our dependency…we should be working to help [Russia] develop their energy sources and getting them to the marketplace." He noted he has proposed setting up a bilateral energy commission to study not only fossil fuels but alternative energy sources. 

"I am convinced Russia is moving in the right direction and that the closer we get the closer they will get to us," he said. An audience member from India asked whether he thought Russia would stick with the U.S. when "the crunch comes," he replied: 

"I can't tell you that Russia will in the end stick with us, but it's an opportunity we can't back away from. There is risk in everything we do. We don't do this with rose-colored glasses on. I think we have an opportunity we are not going to have again." 

Rep. Weldon remarked that he will soon propose a U.S.-Russian entity to oversee construction of nuclear projects in North Korea and Iran. 

Ambassador Steve Pifer, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State, Bureau of European and Eurasian Affairs, was scheduled to appear on the program, but was unable to attend. 

-- William O. Craig

