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Natural Resources Defense Council
40 West 20th Street, 11th floor
New York, N.Y. 10011

Dear Ms. Suh:

The Committee on Natural Resources is conducting oversight of the potential
manipulation of tax-exempt 501(c) organizations by foreign entities to influence U.S.
environmental and natural resources policy to the detriment of our national interests. While
national discourse about undue foreign influence in the United States has largely centered around
Russia, recent media accounts also highlight China’s “vast influence machine.”! Some scholars
believe that “[r]ather than coercing, China manipulates, preferring to act in moral and legal gray
areas. It masks its political motives behind laudable human-interest or cultural projects, blurring
the battle line with its adversaries.”? Others note that China’s strategy includes “co-opt[ing]
American influencers in order to promote China’s narrative.”® Given these emerging concerns,
and the apparent strong ties between the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)* and the
government of the People’s Republic of China and the ruling Chinese Communist Party, the
Committee seeks clarification on the nature of the NRDC’s advocacy work to influence U.S.
environmental and natural resources policy based on your organization’s relationships with
foreign entities.

In its push to become a global power, China engages in an extensive perception-
management campaign both domestically and internationally. The Central Intelligence Agency
and Federal Bureau of Investigation report that China imposes stipulations on financial support
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# As used in this letter, NRDC includes affiliated organizations identified in NRDC’s 2016 IRS Form 990: NRDC
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to academic institutions, think tanks, and non-profits in the United States to “reward pro-China
viewpoints” and to discourage research or advocacy that would damage China’s global image or
standing.” China also conditions access to government decisionmakers, funding, and visas on the
willingness of individuals or groups to promote the economic or security interests of its
government while refraining from criticism.®

Chinese officials continually work to control environmental information and news stories
in an effort to counter the country’s status as the world’s largest polluter.” High profile extreme
pollution events, such as the poor air quality during the 2008 Beijing Olympics, damage China’s
international reputation.® Severe pollution, frequently tied to state owned or politically
connected companies, is a domestic security concern that undermines the legitimacy of China’s
one-party system.’ In response to these twin pressures, Chinese government and Communist
Party officials attempt to cultivate an image of a China that addresses domestic pollution and
global environmental issues.’® Given rampant corruption, press censorship, and data
manipulation, securing the support of a large, politically connected western environmental
organization can lend credibility to China’s official government narrative.

The Committee is concerned about the NRDC’s role in aiding China’s perception
management efforts with respect to pollution control and its international standing on
environmental issues in ways that may be detrimental to the United States. The NRDC’s
relationship with China has many of the criteria identified by U.S. intelligence agencies and law
enforcement as putting an entity at risk of being influenced or coerced by foreign interests.!!

The NRDC’s involvement in China spans two decades and represents a significant investment of
time and resources.'? The NRDC’s ability to work in China is dependent on the goodwill of the
Chinese government. 13 The NRDC leadership regularly meets with senior Chinese and
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Communist Party officials."* NRDC press releases, blog posts, and reports consistently praise
the Chinese government’s environmental initiatives and promote the image of China as a global
environmental leader.'®

When engaging on environmental issues concerning China, the NRDC appears to
practice self-censorship, issue selection bias, and generally refrains from criticizing Chinese
officials. For instance, a widely reported 2016 study by Greenpeace concluded that China’s
government subsidized commercial fishing fleet threatens the viability of fisheries around the
world.'® Just months after the Greenpeace study was released, the NRDC praised China’s “bold
new reforms” on domestic fisheries emphasizing that “China has been the world’s largest
producer of wild fish for over two decades.”'” Similarly, the NRDC has never condemned, or
even mentioned, China’s illegal and environmentally destructive island reclamation campaign
that has covered over 3,200 acres of coral reefs with runways, ports, and other military
facilities.'® Of note, the NRDC collaborates with Chinese government entities' that are deeply
involved in Chinese efforts to assert sovereignty over the South China Sea in contravention of
international law.2°
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By contrast, the NRDC takes an adversarial approach to its advocacy practices in the
United States. In fundraising materials, the NRDC claims to have “sued the [U.S. government]
about once every ten days” since President Trump was inaugurated.' Over the last two decades,
your organization has also sued the U.S. Navy multiple times to stop or drastically limit naval
training exercises in the Pacific arguing that naval sonar and anti-submarine warfare drills harm
marine life.* We are unaware of the NRDC having made similar efforts to curtail naval
exercises by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Navy. Following the U.S. withdrawal from
the Paris Agreement, the NRDC sought to shape public opinion, in part, by attempting to
discredit those skeptical of China’s commitment to pollution reduction targets or to honestly
reporting environmental data.” The disconnect between the NRDC’s role as “thought leader and
trusted adviser to our partners in China”** and its approach to environmental advocacy in the
United States is disconcerting.?

The Committee is concerned that the NRDC’s need to maintain access to Chinese
officials has influenced its political activities in the United States and may require compliance
with the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA).? “The purpose of FARA is to ensure that the
U.S. Government and the people of the United States are informed of the source of information
(propaganda) and the identity of persons attempting to influence U.S. public opinion, policy, and
laws.””” In relevant part, FARA requires any person or entity, including non-profits, to register
with the Department of Justice (DOJ) if they act “at the . . . request . . . of a foreign principal or
of a person any of whose activities are directly or indirectly, supervised, directed, controlled,
financed, or subsidized in whole or in major part by a foreign principal . . . .8

Registration under FARA is required for any entity that attempts, on behalf of a foreign
principal, to influence any section of the U.S. public or a U.S. government official in
“formulating, adopting, or changing the domestic or foreign policies of the United States . . . 29
The law is clear about registration requirements for a person or group acting in the political or
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public interests of a foreign government or entity, even when done through intermediaries,3°
FARA registration encompasses groups or individuals acting as public relations counsels,
publicity agents, information service employees, and political consultants working in the
interests of a foreign principal.’! Likewise, groups or persons must also register if they solicit,
collect, disburse, or dispense funds for or in the interest of a foreign principal.3? The failure to
register is an ongoing offense and subject to punishment ranging from a fine of not more than
$10,000 to imprisonment for not more than five years.?

To assist the Committee in its oversight, please produce the following documents and
information as soon as possible, but no later than 5:00 p.m. on June 12, 2018:

1. Documents sufficient to show the NRDC’s original date of registration as an agent of
a foreign principal pursuant to FARA;

a. IfNRDC Incorporated, NRDC Action Fund, NRDC Limited Hong Kong, or
NRDC Action Fund Political Action Committee are not registered as agents of
a foreign principal pursuant to FARA requirements, provide explanations
sufficient to demonstrate why FARA registration requirements do not apply to
the specific entity.

2. All documents and communications with the Department of Justice, including but not
limited to letters of inquiry or advisory opinions, referring or relating to FARA
registration by the NRDC or its related tax-exempt organizations;

3. Documents sufficient to identify any remuneration, transaction, or contribution that
involves the NRDC or its related tax-exempt organizations and any entity or
individual associated with any Chinese official, Chinese national, or Chinese business
interest, including their agents, representatives, or intermediaries; and

4. Documents sufficient to identify any policies or procedures your organization has
implemented to ensure compliance with FARA registration requirements, including
but not limited to:

a. Any policies or procedures your organization has implemented to ensure that
funds from foreign sources are not used for political activities within the
United States, unless disclosed as required by law;

b. Any policies or procedures your organization has implemented to ensure that
fundraising activities within the United States that are, in whole or in part, on

22 US.C. § 611(c)(1)(D); see also Attorney Gen. of the United States v. Irish Northern Aid Committee, 668 F.2d
159 (2nd Cir. 1982); see also Attorney Gen. of the United States v. The Irish People Inc., 796 F.2d 520 (D.C. Cir.
1986).
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behalf of or in the interests of a foreign government or entity are disclosed as
required by law.

Please deliver your response to room 1324 of the Longworth House Office Building. The
Committee prefers if possible, to receive your response in electronic format. An attachment
contains additional instructions for responding to the Committee’s request.

Please contact the Oversight and Investigations Subcommittee staff at (202) 225-7107
with any questions about this request. Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter.

Sincerely,
Rob Bishop : Bruce Westerman
Chairman Chairman

Subcommittee on
Oversight and Investigations



