
CONGRESSIONAL RECORD — SENATE S7849 December 19, 2020 
4121, a bill to amend title 49, United 
States Code, to require the Secretary 
of Transportation to establish a motor 
vehicle recall assistance program, and 
for other purposes. 

S. 4475 

At the request of Ms. SINEMA, the 
name of the Senator from Arizona (Mr. 
KELLY) was added as a cosponsor of S. 
4475, a bill to authorize the Secretary 
of the Interior to convey certain land 
to La Paz County, Arizona, and for 
other purposes. 

S. 4659 

At the request of Mr. REED, his name 
was added as a cosponsor of S. 4659, a 
bill to require a determination as to 
whether crimes committed against the 
Rohingya in Burma amount to geno-
cide. 

S. 5019 

At the request of Mr. DAINES, the 
name of the Senator from New Mexico 
(Mr. HEINRICH) was added as a cospon-
sor of S. 5019, a bill to amend the Inter-
nal Revenue Code of 1986 to limit the 
charitable deduction for certain quali-
fied conservation contributions. 

f 

STATEMENTS ON INTRODUCED 
BILLS AND JOINT RESOLUTIONS 

By Mr. REED (for himself and 
Mr. TESTER): 

S. 5072. A bill to improve Vet Centers 
for the Department of Veterans Affairs, 
and for other purposes; to the Com-
mittee on Veterans’ Affairs. 

Mr. REED. Mr. President, as many of 
my colleagues know, the transition 
from deployment to civilian life is fre-
quently difficult. Vet Centers, created 
in the wake of the Vietnam War, are 
community-based centers that were de-
signed to provide critical services for 
veterans, service members, and their 
families. Today, there is a need to en-
hance these Centers to realize that 
original vision—which is why I am in-
troducing the Vet Center Improvement 
Act. 

This legislation is an outgrowth of a 
Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) investigation that Senator 
TESTER and I requested into allega-
tions that changes to performance 
metrics at Vet Centers may have nega-
tively impacted care and additional 
concerns that he and I had about their 
staffing practices. The subsequent GAO 
report concluded that recent changes 
‘‘have the potential to negatively af-
fect care and create undue burden and 
stress on counselors providing that 
care at some Vet Centers.’’ This report 
included recommendations to improve 
care, transparency, and hiring and 
staffing methods that form the founda-
tion for our legislation. 

Specifically, the Vet Center Improve-
ment Act requires periodic review and 
reform of performance standards at Vet 
Centers; the creation and periodic re-
evaluation of a staffing model, along 
with standardization of position de-
scriptions and responsibilities across 
Vet Centers; the creation of a working 

group to implement changes to im-
prove quality of care for veterans and 
recruitment and retention of staff; and 
the GAO to review Vet Center infra-
structure and examine what future in-
vestments are needed. 

Additionally, our legislation creates 
a pilot program to provide grants to 
combat food insecurity and provide 
necessary heating and cooling assist-
ance to veterans and their families. 
Food insecurity and the need for heat-
ing assistance are growing issues for 
veterans and others as a result of the 
pandemic. 

I would like to thank Senator 
TESTER for not only the attention he 
has paid to this issue as Ranking Mem-
ber of the Senate Veterans Affairs 
Committee, but also for joining with 
me on this important legislation. Our 
legislation has received support from 
such organizations as the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars (VFW), American Vet-
erans (AMVETS), Disabled American 
Veterans (DAV), National Community 
Action Foundation (NCAF), National 
Association for State Community Serv-
ices Programs (NASCSP), the National 
Energy & Utility Affordability Coali-
tion (NEUAC), and the URI Feinstein 
Center for a Hunger Free America. I 
look forward to continuing our part-
nership on this and other measures to 
improve care for our veterans, and I 
hope our colleagues will join us in this 
endeavor. 
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AMENDMENTS SUBMITTED AND 
PROPOSED 

SA 2719. Mr. GARDNER (for Mr. LANKFORD) 
proposed an amendment to the resolution S. 
Res. 458, calling for the global repeal of blas-
phemy, heresy, and apostasy laws. 

SA 2720. Mr. GARDNER (for Mr. LANKFORD) 
proposed an amendment to the resolution S. 
Res. 458, supra. 

f 

TEXT OF AMENDMENTS 
SA 2719. Mr. GARDNER (for Mr. 

LANKFORD) proposed an amendment to 
the resolution S. Res. 458, calling for 
the global repeal of blasphemy, heresy, 
and apostasy laws; as follows: 

Strike all after the resolving clause and in-
sert the following: ‘‘That the Senate— 

(1) recognizes that blasphemy, heresy, and 
apostasy laws inappropriately position gov-
ernments as arbiters of religious truth and 
empower officials to impose religious dogma 
on individuals or minorities through the 
power of the government or through violence 
sanctioned by the government; 

(2) calls on the President and the Secretary 
of State to encourage the repeal of blas-
phemy, heresy, and apostasy in bilateral dis-
cussions between the United States and all 
countries that have such laws, through di-
rect interventions in bilateral and multilat-
eral fora; 

(3) encourages the President and the Sec-
retary of State to oppose— 

(A) any efforts, by the United Nations or 
by other international or multilateral fora, 
to create an international anti-blasphemy 
norm, such as the ‘‘defamation of religions’’ 
resolutions introduced in the United Nations 
between 1999 and 2010; and 

(B) any attempts to expand the inter-
national norm on incitement to include blas-
phemy or defamation of religions; 

(4) supports efforts by the United Nations 
to combat intolerance, discrimination, or vi-
olence against persons based on religion or 
belief without restricting expression, includ-
ing United Nations Human Rights Council 
Resolution 16/18 (2011) and the Istanbul Proc-
ess meetings pursuant to such resolution, 
that are consistent with the First Amend-
ment to the Constitution; 

(5) calls on the President and the Secretary 
of State to designate countries that enforce 
blasphemy, heresy, or apostasy laws as 
‘‘countries of particular concern for religious 
freedom’’ under section 402(b)(1)(A)(ii) of the 
International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 
(22 U.S.C. 6442(b)(1)(A)(ii)) for engaging in or 
tolerating severe violations of religious free-
dom, as a result of the abuses flowing from 
the enforcement of such laws and from 
unpunished vigilante violence often gen-
erated by blasphemy allegations; 

(6) urges the governments of countries that 
enforce blasphemy, heresy, or apostasy laws 
to allow for freedom of religion and expres-
sion and amend or repeal such laws, as they 
provide pretext and impunity for vigilante 
violence against religious minorities; and 

(7) urges the governments of countries that 
have prosecuted, imprisoned, and persecuted 
people on charges of blasphemy, heresy, or 
apostasy to release such people uncondition-
ally and, once released, to ensure their safe-
ty and that of their families. 

SA 2720. Mr. GARDNER (for Mr. 
LANKFORD) proposed an amendment to 
the resolution S. Res. 458, calling for 
the global repeal of blasphemy, heresy, 
and apostasy laws; as follows: 

Strike the preamble and insert the fol-
lowing: 

Whereas Article 18 of the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights states that 
‘‘[e]veryone has the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion; this right 
includes freedom to change his religion or 
belief, and freedom, either alone or in com-
munity with others and in public or private, 
to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, 
practice, worship and observance’’; 

Whereas many countries continue to have 
criminal blasphemy laws, and many punish 
people who engage in expression deemed by 
the government to be blasphemous, heret-
ical, apostate, defamatory of religion, or in-
sulting to religion or to religious symbols, 
figures, or feelings, and such punishment can 
include fines, imprisonment, and capital 
punishment including by beheading; 

Whereas blasphemy laws have affected 
Christians, Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Baha’i, 
secularists, and many other groups, are in-
consistent with international human rights 
standards because they establish and pro-
mote official religious orthodoxy and dogma 
over individual liberty, and often result in 
violations of the freedoms of religion, 
thought, and expression that are protected 
under international instruments, including 
Articles 18 and 19 of the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR); 

Whereas the United Nations Human Rights 
Committee stated in General Comment 34 
that ‘‘[p]rohibitions of displays of lack of re-
spect for a religion or other belief system, 
including blasphemy laws, are incompatible 
with the [ICCPR].’’; 

Whereas the United States Commission on 
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) 
has found that blasphemy charges are often 
based on false accusations, are used for sec-
tarian or political purposes, and foster reli-
gious intolerance, discrimination, and vio-
lence; 

Whereas USCIRF has found that at least 84 
countries had blasphemy laws as of 2020; 
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Whereas USCIRF has identified 41 coun-

tries that have taken enforcement action in 
674 criminal blasphemy cases between 2014 
and 2018; 

Whereas these laws were enforced in 15 
Middle East and North African countries, 14 
Asia-Pacific countries, 7 European countries, 
and 5 Sub-Saharan African countries be-
tween 2014 and 2018; 

Whereas Pakistan, Iran, Russia, India, 
Egypt, Indonesia, Yemen, Bangladesh, Saudi 
Arabia, and Kuwait account for more than 81 
percent of all reported cases of state crimi-
nal blasphemy enforcement; 

Whereas USCIRF has found that the three 
countries without an official state religion 
that have the highest state enforcement of 
blasphemy laws are Russia, India, and Indo-
nesia; 

Whereas the Pew Research Center found 
that countries with laws against blasphemy, 
apostasy, or defamation of religion were 
more likely to have severe governmental re-
strictions on religion, and to experience so-
cial hostilities based on religion, than coun-
tries that did not have such laws; 

Whereas restrictive laws beyond those pe-
nalizing blasphemy, heresy, and apostasy 
further limit religious freedom, such as ex-
tremism laws— 

(1) in Russia that have been used to ban Je-
hovah’s Witnesses as an extremist organiza-
tion and fueled persecution of this religious 
group; 

(2) in China, to arbitrarily detain an esti-
mated 800,000 to 2,000,000 Uighur Muslims in 
internment camps because they followed Is-
lamic rituals and practices; and 

(3) in North Korea, to detain an estimated 
50,000 to 70,000 Christians in labor camps be-
cause they followed the tenets of Christi-
anity; 

Whereas an international group of experts 
convened by the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights rec-
ommended in 2012 that ‘‘[s]tates that have 
blasphemy laws should repeal the[m] as such 
laws have a stifling impact on the enjoyment 
of freedom of religion or belief and healthy 
dialogue and debate about religion.’’; 

Whereas blasphemy laws are inconsistent 
with United Nations resolutions adopted by 
consensus since 2011 recognizing that reli-
gious intolerance is best fought through 
positive measures, such as education, out-
reach, and counter-speech, and that crim-
inalization of speech is warranted only for 
the prevention of imminent violence; 

Whereas, according to the annual religious 
freedom report published by the Department 
of State in 2015, attackers in Bangladesh 
killed five allegedly anti-Islamic or 
secularist writers and publishers, and injured 
three others; 

Whereas, in response to these killings, the 
Home Minister of Bangladesh, rather than 
condemning the murders, called on bloggers 
and others to refrain from writings that 
could hurt the religious feelings of others 
and added that violators of the warning 
would be subject to prosecution under the re-
strictive religious freedom laws of Ban-
gladesh; 

Whereas a 2016 report by USCIRF on Ban-
gladesh found that religious and civil society 
groups fear that increasing religious extre-
mism will result in more criminal attacks 
and threats; 

Whereas restrictive religious freedom laws 
validate and promote social violence tar-
geted at religious minorities and dissenters, 
whether Christian, Muslim, secularist, or 
other; 

Whereas more than one-quarter of reported 
cases implicated alleged blasphemous speech 
posted on social media platforms; 

Whereas USCIRF has found that in Paki-
stan, blasphemy laws have been used to pros-

ecute and persecute Muslims, Christians, 
secularists, and others; 

Whereas, according to a Pew Center report 
on religion and public life, Pakistan stands 
out for having one of the highest levels of re-
strictions on religion when both government 
restrictions and social hostilities are taken 
into account; 

Whereas, as of May 2020, USCIRF was 
aware of approximately 40 individuals on 
death row for blasphemy in Pakistan or serv-
ing life sentences; 

Whereas Asia Bibi was sentenced to death 
for blasphemy in 2010 and was held on death 
row for 8 years, until the Supreme Court of 
Pakistan overturned her conviction in 2018, 
upheld her acquittal, and granted her per-
mission to leave the country to flee the 
threats against her in 2019; 

Whereas Pakistan selectively enforces the 
blasphemy and anti-terrorism laws against 
minority religious groups, including by spe-
cifically targeting Ahmadiyya Muslims such 
as Abdul Shakoor, an 82-year old optician 
and bookseller who was recently released 
after serving over three years in prison on 
such charges; 

Whereas, on July 29, 2020, Tahir Ahmad 
Naseem, a United States citizen, was shot 
and killed in a courtroom while on trial for 
blasphemy; 

Whereas, in 2017, the Christian Governor of 
Jakarta, Indonesia, was convicted for blas-
phemy of Islam and sentenced to two years 
in jail; 

Whereas several countries that previously 
maintained blasphemy laws have recently 
removed these provisions, including Iceland, 
Norway, Malta, Denmark, Ireland, Canada, 
New Zealand, Greece, and Scotland; 

Whereas blasphemy laws in the United 
States were invalidated by the adoption of 
the First Amendment to the Constitution, 
which protects the freedoms of thought, con-
science, expression, and religious exercise; 
and 

Whereas the United States has become a 
beacon of religious freedom and tolerance 
around the world: Now, therefore, be it 
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ONE SMALL STEP TO PROTECT 
HUMAN HERITAGE IN SPACE ACT 

Mr. GARDNER. Mr. President, I ask 
that the Chair lay before the Senate 
the message to accompany S. 1694. 

The Presiding Officer laid before the 
Senate the following message from the 
House of Representatives: 

Resolved, That the bill from the Senate (S. 
1694) entitled ‘‘An Act to require any Federal 
agency that issues licenses to conduct lunar 
activities to include in the requirements for 
such licenses an agreement relating to the 
preservation and protection of the Apollo 11 
landing site, and for other purposes.’’, do 
pass with amendments. 

MOTION TO CONCUR 

Mr. GARDNER. I move to concur in 
the House amendment, and I know of 
no further debate on the motion. 

The PRESIDING OFFICER. If there 
is no further debate, the question is on 
agreeing to the motion. 

The motion was agreed to. 
Mr. GARDNER. I move to concur in 

the title amendment, and I ask unani-
mous consent that the motion be 
agreed to and that the motion to re-
consider be considered made and laid 
upon the table. 

The PRESIDING OFFICER. Without 
objection, it is so ordered. 

CALLING FOR THE GLOBAL RE-
PEAL OF BLASPHEMY, HERESY, 
AND APOSTASY LAWS 
Mr. GARDNER. Mr. President, I ask 

unanimous consent that the Com-
mittee on Foreign Relations be dis-
charged from further consideration, 
and the Senate now proceed to S. Res. 
458. 

The PRESIDING OFFICER. The 
clerk will report the resolution by 
title. 

The senior assistant legislative clerk 
read as follows: 

A resolution (S. Res. 458) calling for the 
global repeal of blasphemy, heresy, and apos-
tasy laws. 

There being no objection, the com-
mittee was discharged, and the Senate 
proceeded to consider the resolution. 

Mr. GARDNER. I ask unanimous con-
sent that the Lankford amendment to 
the resolution be agreed to; that the 
resolution, as amended, be agreed to; 
that the Lankford amendment to the 
preamble be agreed to; that the pre-
amble, as amended, be agreed to; and 
that the motions to reconsider be con-
sidered made and laid upon the table. 

The PRESIDING OFFICER. Without 
objection, it is so ordered. 

The amendment (No. 2719) was agreed 
to, as follows: 

(Purpose: In the nature of a substitute) 
Strike all after the resolving clause and in-

sert the following: ‘‘That the Senate— 
(1) recognizes that blasphemy, heresy, and 

apostasy laws inappropriately position gov-
ernments as arbiters of religious truth and 
empower officials to impose religious dogma 
on individuals or minorities through the 
power of the government or through violence 
sanctioned by the government; 

(2) calls on the President and the Secretary 
of State to encourage the repeal of blas-
phemy, heresy, and apostasy in bilateral dis-
cussions between the United States and all 
countries that have such laws, through di-
rect interventions in bilateral and multilat-
eral fora; 

(3) encourages the President and the Sec-
retary of State to oppose— 

(A) any efforts, by the United Nations or 
by other international or multilateral fora, 
to create an international anti-blasphemy 
norm, such as the ‘‘defamation of religions’’ 
resolutions introduced in the United Nations 
between 1999 and 2010; and 

(B) any attempts to expand the inter-
national norm on incitement to include blas-
phemy or defamation of religions; 

(4) supports efforts by the United Nations 
to combat intolerance, discrimination, or vi-
olence against persons based on religion or 
belief without restricting expression, includ-
ing United Nations Human Rights Council 
Resolution 16/18 (2011) and the Istanbul Proc-
ess meetings pursuant to such resolution, 
that are consistent with the First Amend-
ment to the Constitution; 

(5) calls on the President and the Secretary 
of State to designate countries that enforce 
blasphemy, heresy, or apostasy laws as 
‘‘countries of particular concern for religious 
freedom’’ under section 402(b)(1)(A)(ii) of the 
International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 
(22 U.S.C. 6442(b)(1)(A)(ii)) for engaging in or 
tolerating severe violations of religious free-
dom, as a result of the abuses flowing from 
the enforcement of such laws and from 
unpunished vigilante violence often gen-
erated by blasphemy allegations; 

(6) urges the governments of countries that 
enforce blasphemy, heresy, or apostasy laws 
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