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Helsinki-Related Legislation in the 115™ Congress

Between January 1 and May 15, 2017, U.S. Hel-
sinki Commissioners introduced more than a
dozen bills and resolutions on issues relating to
the Commission’s mandate to monitor and en-
courage compliance with the Helsinki Final Act
and other commitments undertaken by the 57
participating countries of the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE).

Senator Roger Wicker (MS), the Commission’s
Chairman, and Senator Ben Cardin (MD), Rank-
ing Senate Commissioner, have been particular-
ly active. Representative Chris Smith (N]J), the
Commission’s Co-Chairman, and Representa-
tive Alcee Hastings (FL), Ranking House Com-
missioner, have also introduced several pieces of
legislation. Other Commissioners, both House
and Senate, have contributed to the effort.

The bills and resolutions cover a wide range of
issues, from ensuring the Helsinki Principles are
defended and promoted in U.S. foreign policy to
encouraging improved U.S. implementation of
Helsinki commitments at home. Several have
been introduced in response to Russia’s threat
to its neighbors and European security, while
others address broader concerns about devel-
opments in Europe and the OSCE Partner coun-
tries of the Mediterranean region.

A Commission History of Legislative Action
Legislation is one of many ways in which the

Helsinki Commission’s mandate is implement-
ed, but it is not the most frequently utilized, as
the Commission is not, strictly speaking, a con-
gressional body with any formal legislative au-

thority. Commission efforts more often take
the form of statements from the floor in one or
the other chamber of Congress, or the release of
other public statements.

Commissioners frequently meet and correspond
either with U.S. officials or with representatives
of the governments or civil societies of other
OSCE countries. The Commission is also well
known to Washington-based policy community
for its public hearings and briefings, and it regu-
larly organizes congressional delegations to
OSCE Parliamentary Assembly meetings, as well
as to other participating and partner countries.
Moreover, because it is not a legislative body,
the Helsinki Commission has the added ability
to be integrated into official, diplomatic U.S.
representation to the OSCE, giving it a unique
ability to shape U.S. policy.

Nevertheless, 18 of the 21 Helsinki Commission-
ers are also Members of Congress, whose legisla-
tive initiatives frequently coincide with their
Commission interests and activities. In many
cases, Members consult with Commission staff
on the substance of the issues for which they are
preparing bills and resolutions, and relation-
ships developed among Helsinki Commissioners
can lead to partnerships in fielding legislation
on a bipartisan basis. Whatever the merits of a
particular piece of legislation, the intent -
sometimes explicitly stated - is to improve
compliance with the letter and spirit of the Hel-
sinki Final Act and subsequent OSCE commit-
ments.



Recourse to legislative action is most frequent
when there is a strong desire to influence U.S.
policy related to high-profile international
events. Shaping the U.S. response to the con-
flicts associated with Yugoslavia’s collapse
throughout the 1990s is a past example, similar
to the current efforts to respond to Russia’s ille-
gal seizure of Crimea and ongoing aggression
against Ukraine since 2014. Legislation in the
current Congress responding to recent war
crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide
in war-torn Iraq and the Syrian civil war find
precedent in earlier Helsinki Commission ef-
forts, both in terms of providing emergency re-
lief to victims and calling for accountability for
perpetrators of serious atrocities.

Helsinki Commissioners have also undertaken
legislative efforts to ensure that global issues
like trafficking in persons, threats to religious
liberty, and the lack of transparency in extrac-
tive industries become stronger elements of U.S.
foreign policy. Past legislation by Helsinki
Commission leaders, particularly by Representa-
tive Smith, also ensure policy support for hu-
man rights and democratic development in
countries where they are facing particularly se-
vere and dangerous threats, such as Serbia in the
1990s, Belarus in the 2000s, and, most recently,
Azerbaijan.
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In the past, Commission-inspired legislation has
also recalled or welcomed positive events like
the signing of the Helsinki Final Act in August
1975 or successfully conducted elections in vari-
ous countries transitioning to democracy. It
also recalled tragic events in history, such as the
pivotal Kristallnacht escalation of violent at-
tacks on Jews in Germany of November 1938,
the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in the Soviet Un-
ion of April 1985, or the Srebrenica genocide in
Bosnia and Herzegovina of July 1995. However,
legislative activity of this nature has been less
frequent over the last two decades.

The introduction of legislation is itself an im-
portant action: a formally stated and public ex-
pression of the interest of the Member(s) of
Congress concerned, and their views on what
U.S. policy should be. Those that are actually
reported by the committees to which they were
referred and see floor action indicate an even
higher priority. An average of just under 12,000
bills and resolutions were introduced in each of
the last 10 Congresses (a Congress convenes for
a two-year period), but only about 17 percent of
them ever see action beyond the committee lev-
el.!
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Why So Much Now?

Why so many pieces of legislation now, in the
115th Congress? The answer may lie in a signifi-
cant political transition in Washington coming
at a time of great unease throughout the OSCE
region. The European core of the region lacks
unity and confidence in response to the threat
of terrorism, a continuing migration and refu-
gee crisis, economic stagnation, doubts about
European integration, and an increasingly asser-
tive Russia willing to meddle in the political
processes of other countries to the detriment of
their democracy. In such circumstances, the
United States is viewed as a strong and commit-
ted partner, making abrupt policy shifts in
Washington of enormous concern.

Through legislative initiatives, Helsinki Com-
missioners can assure friends of allies of the U.S.
commitment to European security and coopera-
tion, and help ensure consistency in U.S. policy
toward that end. Related to this concern was the
overwhelming March 28 Senate approval of a
protocol allowing Montenegro to join the
NATO Alliance. The Commission’s Senate
leadership, both Senators Wicker and Cardin
(who is also the Ranking Democrat on the Sen-
ate Foreign Relations Committee) strongly sup-
ported the measure and helped with its passage.

In addition, previously passed laws often need
to be updated. For example, several Helsinki
Commissioners have introduced or co-
sponsored legislation to maintain trafficking-in-
persons as a priority concern, and to improve
U.S. efforts globally to combat it.

Commissioners also frequently contribute to
the ongoing appropriations process. In the re-
cently passed Consolidated Appropriations Act,
Senator Cardin included provisions in support-
ing civil society efforts to combat anti-Semitism,
racism, and intolerance in Europe, including
through OSCE initiatives. Representative Has-
tings included language in the same legislation
directing USAID to report on efforts to address
the needs of persons of African descent around
the world.
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In some cases, Commissioners may perceive a
new or increased need to address domestic is-
sues reflecting U.S. compliance with its OSCE
commitments, such as the conduct of elections;
community law enforcement; restrictions on
immigration; ensuring the continuing vitality of
Native American languages; respecting tribal
sovereignty; upholding protections on freedom
of the press; strengthening diversity and inclu-
sion in the national security workforce; and ad-
dressing homelessness in America. Congres-
sional concern about U.S. compliance adds to
credibility when raising concerns in other coun-
tries.

Other Members of Congress sometimes seek
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