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[11:57 am.]
MR. SCHIFF: You talked a bit about Russian hacking and dumping in
Europe, and information operations in Europe. One of the other tools the
Russians used is financial entanglement. They've used it in Ukraine. They've |
used it in Moldova and elsewhere. |
Can you talk about how the Russians, through oligarchs, use money to
leverage political figures or business people?
MR. RHODES: Yeah. So what the Russians do, as a general matter, is
they try to establish a relationship with people who are prominent. They may not
know exactly how that relationship is going to benefit them in the long run, but they
try to build contacts into Europe and the United States by establishing

relationships with prominent people.

MR. SCHIFF: Are you familiar with an oligarch named Agalarov?

MR. RHODES: Yeah.

MR. SCHIFF: He's one of the largest real estate people in Russia.

MR. RHODES: Yeah.

MR. SCHIFF: Some call him the Russian Donald Trump. Would there be

an interest along the lines you described in establishing a relationship between
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him and Mr. Trump?

MR. RHODES: Yes. Yeah. And, again, | think it's important, when
Protokovsky (ph) was prosecuted, right, the message was, there's no such thing
as a non-Putin oligarch. These guys all tie back into the Kremlin.

MR. SCHIFF: So if the Kremlin asked Mr. Agalarov to do something, he
wouldn't be in a position to say no?

MR. RHODES: It's the price of being rich in Putin's Russia.

MR. SCHIFF: Now, in the email chain regarding the meeting at Trump
Tower, the email chain indicates that Mr. Agalarov had a conversation with the
crown prosecutor in Moscow that resulted in the delivery of the message that they
had information that they would -- derogatory information about Secretary Clinton
that they wanted to share with the campaign.

Is it credible that the Kremlin would have gone to Agalarov knowing of his
relationship with Trump and said, we want you to make this overture?

MR. RHODES: Yeah, that's certainly credible. That's the -- that would be
totally consistent with how they operate.

MR. SCHIFF: And have you seen evidence that the Russians used money
laundering as a way of entangling foreign business people or political leaders that
they wish to have a relationship with?

MR. RHODES: Yes. And we -- you know, there are very few U.S.
sanctions regimes that don't run into that kind of entanglement, but yes.

MR. SCHIFF: Would the Russians use oligarchs -- | mean, would the
Kremlin instruct an oligarch, for example, to launder money through a certain
businessperson or political party or whatnot as a way of entangling them

financially and also having potential Kompromat over them?
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MR. RHODES: Yeah. There are two potential interests: One is that you
just establish a relationship; but the other is, yes, you have potential Kompromat
that Russian can leverage at the appropriate time. And they may wait a long time
to do that or they may, you know, do that opportunistically at any moment. But
they have relationships like that, you know, all over the world.

MR. SCHIFF: Thank you. | yield back.

R

Q  Just a few questions, Mr. Rhodes. Thank you.

Just confirm for me, you did work as an official on the Obama election
campaign in 20087

A Yeah,'7 and'8.

Q '7and'8. What was your capacity or role?

A | was a senior speechwriter and foreign policy adviser.

Q Okay. Would you say you were intimately involved with day-to-day
affairs of the campaign since you were in charge of publicizing, for lack of a better
word, the message of the candidate?

A Yeah. | worked, yeah, in the headquarters in Chicago.

Q Okay. During the time on the campaign, in 2007 and 2008, which
would have been Obama -- President Obama's first term, during either the election
period or the transition period, did you or anyone in the campaign, to your
knowledge, ever meet with Russian officials or Russian affiliates?

A Idid not. |certainly did not. I'm not aware of anybody who did.

Q Are you aware of any communications between the Obama campaign

during the election period or transition period between Obama officials, such as
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yourself and others, and the Russian Government or Russian affiliates?

A I'm not aware of any. | certainly didn't have any.

Q You didn't, okay.

A No.

Q And instead of the country Russia for the same series of questions,
would your answers be the same for if we asked you in reference to, say, well, any
country? Iraq? Iran? Israel? Turkey?

A lrecall meeting with the British and maybe -- we traveled during the
campaign to Israel, Germany, France, and the U.K., so there was certainly
interactions with foreign governments. They were basically -- my recollection is,
you know, a very small number of friendly governments to the United States.

Q Soit's fair to say that the election officials for Mr. Obama, such as
yourself, did have contacts with foreign government officials during President
Obama's then first election campaign period and transition period?

A Yeah. But!l would say, my recollection is that would be limited to, you
know, close U.S. allies, basically.

Q Okay. Butitwasn't--it's not then uncommon for an election
campaign and its officials during the election campaign and transition period to
meet with officials of foreign governments?

A | think it -- | would say it's uncommon in the sense that during the
campaign the interactions that we had with foreign governments were generally
handled through foreign policy advisers to the campaign and not the senior
campaign officials themselves.

So that's the slight distinction | would make is that, you know, the senior

political leadership of the campaign, you know, was not the ---was not engaged
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with those foreign governments when we did our trip. It was more handled
through foreign policy advisers to the campaign.

Q And just two more matters, real quick, on behalf of Chairman
Conaway, who is not here. He had to step out. Do you know or suspect who
leaked General Flynn's name to the press?

A ldon'tknow. And, again, | don't know, and | frankly learned a lot
about issues in the press. So | don't have a -- | can offer guesses, but they'd just
be guesses.

Q Would you consider that leak a leak of classified information?

A Oh, yeah, | would consider it a leak of classified information.

Q  And, lastly, sir, there was a claim -- and | underline "claim" -- in an
article of May of 2017 that while you were working on the campaign, for some
reason you were deny a security clearance. Is that accurate in any way?

A At the conclusion of the campaign, you can -- you basically submit
your materials for security clearance, and upon receipt of those, you can either be
granted an interim clearance pending your permanent clearance or not. | was not
granted an interim security clearance at the conclusion of the process in the
transition. | was granted a permanent security clearance. And --

Q Was there a reason for that?

MR. GOTTLIEB: || ! have absolutely no understanding of what
relevance this bears on any of the parameters in the letter that you sent my client
on June 14. He's sat here for over 2 hours now, voluntarily answering these
questions.

You're getting into matters that involve personal security clearance details

that are from more than 8 years ago now. And I'd like -- if you're going to go
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down this road, I'd really like to understand what advance it bears to the
parameters of the investigation, and I'd like to understand what doors you're
opening up here because --

I o its fair enough. For Mr. Conaway, if it's your
representation that it has nothing to do with the parameters of the publicly
announced investigation, that representation is accepted in full. So is that the
case?

MR. GOTTLIEB: What's that?

I fits vour representation that it has nothing to do with the
publicly announced parameters, then that's accepted in full.

MR. RHODES: Yeah.

MR. GOTTLIEB: Yes.

B air crough. Do you have any information while you were
in the campaign about any meetings that the Erik Prince may have had in the
Shaeshelles (ph) or otherwise in relation to these --

MR. RHODES: No. |was --you know, again, | learned about that
meeting in the press.

B Okay. Thank you.

Mr. Gowdy. |

MR. GOWDY: ['ll be mindful of your time. | do appreciate you staying.
I've got four quick things, and you would be a subject matter expert perhaps,
maybe not. I'm going to butcher the names so | won't try to pronounce it. The
President before Putin, there is a video clip sometimes shown on certain cable
shows of President Obama having, what | presume to be, an off-the-mic

conversation, and the word "flexibility” was used. That clip is shown a lot.
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MR. RHODES: Yeah.

MR. GOWDY: Do you know anything about it, what they were talking
about, what the President may have meant by more flexibility in a second term?

MR. RHODES: Oh. My recollection is that was a conversation in Seoul at
the Nuclear Security Summit, and they were discussing missile defense -- issues
related to missile defense and arms control. That's about the extent of my -- |
mean, that was 2012, | think, so that's about what | remember.

MR. GOWDY: Aliright. Yeah, it would've been before the President's
reelection.

MR. RHODES: Yeah. And, I mean, basically my recollection is
we'd -- after new START and our announced deployment of our missile defense
systems in Europe had not made any further progress with Russia on discussions
around missile defense and arms control, and, frankly, we didn't in the second
term either.

MR. GOWDY: And | can'tdateit. | think there's also an incident where
maybe the Secretary of State presénted a button. Some have described it as an
awkward button.

MR. RHODES: Yeah.

MR. GOWDY: It may have been Russian for reset. It may have been
American for reset. It may have been southern for reset. | don't know. Do you
know anything about that, what the purpose of that was, and what we were
resetting?

MR. RHODES: Well, | remember the -- President Obama had referenced
a reset with Russia. And when Secretary Clinton made her first trip to Moscow,

she had some button with her, because the Russians had suggested an interest in
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retaining the reset button.

| didn't, you know, have anything to do with the selection of a button as a
manifestation of this. But, you know, she -- it was an effort to exemplify what was
a broader reset in U.S./Russian relations.

What | will say, again, which | think is relevant to the parameters here, is
that we pursued a reset with Russia in 2009, and, frankly, a lot of positive things
came out of it: the new START treaty, transit to our troops in Afghanistan through
the northern distribution network, and, importantly, the cooperation of Russia on
Iran's sanctions under President Medvedyev.

We'd presumed that given then-Prime Minister Putin's influence that that
policy of Russia reflected his interests as well. What we found is that when he
reclaimed the presidency, the shift in Russian policy was dramatic.

And so | think an interesting question for Russia watchers, historians,
whomever that perhaps this committee is, there was a more significant change
from Medvedyev to Putin than | think was anticipated.

And Medvedyev may have been pushing beyond the -- in the reset,
Medvedyev may have been pushing beyond the wishes of Putin in ways that, you
know, clearly manifest after Putin reclaimed the presence.

MR. GOWDY: Two quick questions: Would you say Russia's efforts to
disrupt any facet of our country, culture, elections, finances, would you say it dates
back as far as 2012?

MR. RHODES: |would. | putthe kind of point of origin of Russian
aggression escalating to Putin reclaiming the presidency.

MR. GOWDY: And that was when?

MR. RHODES: 1In 2012. And he was -- | think he both came back with an
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agenda to do that. He was also upset by protests of that -- of those elections and
a fear -- | will say too, the combination of the Arab Spring and Qadhafi being killed
in a sewer pipe, | think, had a profound impact on Putin. And he came back to
power determined to not let anything like that happen in Russia. |

And we saw much more hostile posture from him on every foreign policy
issue on our agenda from the outset of his second -- or his latest term in office.

MR. GOWDY: [I'll make one observation and then close with a question.
Hindsight is always really good. Sometimes the future makes somewhat a
prophet. | do remember in the 2012 election cycle, one of the candidates citing
Russia as a threat to the United States, and maybe | have my chronology wrong.

I think he was chided a little bit for citing that, and it may look a little more like a
prophet than we thought.

Last question, the source of Putin's animosity and disdain for Secretary
Clinton, what --

MR. RHODES: You know, my personal view of that is that it can be
overstated. | think that she is -- my basic assessment is that what he really
wanted to do is undermine U.S. leadership. | think he saw that the conventional
political leadership in the United States as hostile to Russia, and invested in the
trans-Atlantic relationship.

| frankly think he probably would have been as hostile to Jeb Bush as
Hillary Clinton. So, | think, you know, yes, he did -- she was critical of the
Russian parliamentary elections. | think he's generally been more condescending
towards female political leaders, but frankly, | think what he really loathes is a
U.S.-led international order that benefits from a conventional U.S. President.

And so | actually don't think, you know, while he may have had some
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particular dislike for Hillary Clinton, | think it was more just that she represented a
strain of American and western leadership that he was seeking to undermine.

MR. GOWDY: | don't want to put words in your mouth, but what | hear you
saying is if the GOP had nominated someone else, someone more hawkish, you
mentioned Bush. A Lindsey Graham, someone like that, that they may not have
played in the general election to the extent that they did?

MR. RHODES: That's what | believe, yes.

MR. GOWDY: Allright. That's all I've got.

MR. ROONEY: Thank you very much.




[Whereupon, at 12:14 p.m., the interview was concluded.]
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