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Concerned by Donald Trump's secrecy about his dealings with other countries, 55 former 

government, military and national security officials — Democrats and some Republicans — 

have signed a letter urging him to reveal his international business relationships and foreign 

investments, and to pledge to divest himself of all overseas business interests if he wins the 

presidency. 

The letter was drafted in part by Michael Morell, former acting director and deputy director of 

the Central Intelligence Agency. 

It says that the limited amount of information available to the public — Trump has refused to 

release his tax returns — suggests business relationships that "would be problematic" and might 

influence his policy positions as president, particularly when it comes to Russia. 

"On the campaign trail, Mr. Trump has repeatedly praised Vladimir Putin’s authoritarian 

leadership, while outlining policies that read like a Kremlin wish list. He has claimed that Putin 

would never invade Ukraine, suggested permanently ceding Crimea to Russia, and placed 

conditions on upholding our obligation to protect our NATO allies. He even encouraged Russian 

espionage to interfere with our election, a tactic Putin has deployed across Central Asia and 

Europe to boost his preferred candidates. In addition, he has floated lifting sanctions against 

Russia, which would benefit both Putin and the Trump Organization." 

For this fact-check, we were interested in whether Trump has outlined "policies that read like a 

Kremlin wish list." We talked to Russia experts who signed the letter as well as those who 

didn't.  

We emailed several people in the Trump campaign asking for reaction and information to dispute 

the assertion. We received no reply. 

We contacted Morell and more than a half dozen of the signers to get details on the claim. Their 

focus is on the issues mentioned in the letter: NATO, Ukraine and the lack of support for 

economic sanctions against Russia. Let's review them separately. 

NATO: In July, Trump told the New York Times that he wouldn't automatically come to the 

defense of a NATO ally that hasn't paid its expected contribution. "I would be absolutely 

prepared to tell those countries, 'Congratulations, you will be defending yourself,' " he said. 

https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/3110611/Letter-Trump-Business.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/21/us/politics/donald-trump-issues.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/22/us/politics/donald-trump-foreign-policy-interview.html


NATO was created as deterrent to the former Soviet Union, of which Russia was the key player. 

Putin has strongly objected to attempts to expand NATO because of Russian security concerns, 

so anything that weakens NATO could strengthen Russia. 

"This is exactly what Putin wants — to sow the seeds of doubt in those countries on his 

periphery over whether the West will be there for them," Morell told us in an email. "This kind 

of talk forces those states to be more accommodating to Russian interests." 

Trump's potential unwillingness to defend NATO members who don't contribute enough 

financially to the alliance is "essentially undermining unconditional nature of our commitment to 

their defense," said a cosigner of the letter, Richard Nephew, a former principal deputy 

coordinator of sanctions policy for the State Department who is now at Columbia University. 

Crimea and Ukraine: Russia annexed Crimea, and Putin supported an uprising in eastern 

Ukraine, sending in fighters after a revolution removed a pro-Russian president in 2014. Putin 

said annexation was morally and legally justified. The United States and the European Union 

disagreed. 

Trump had a different attitude. "The people of Crimea, from what I've heard, would rather be 

with Russia than where they were," he said in a July 31 interview with ABC's George 

Stephanopoulos. He also called Putin’s grab "so smart" in an April 12, 2014 Fox News 

interview. 

As PolitiFact reported in August, Trump’s comments actually echo the official Kremlin 

position that Crimea is now Russian and its citizens prefer it that way. 

"Trump has sided with Putin on all these issues," said Samantha Vinograd, another co-signer and 

former director for international affairs and Iraq at the National Security Council. "If you look at 

how Trump will not condemn Russia's military takeover of Crimea, that's something that literally 

Putin was probably jumping up and down over when he said that." 

"This lets Putin off the hook for the first land grab in Europe since World War II," said Morell. 

"That gift to Putin even has a bow on it." 

Sanctions against Russia: The European Union and the United States responded to the situation 

in Ukraine by issuing sanctions against Russia. They affect Russian banks, arms makers and 

energy companies, and have both limited Russia's access to Western markets and hindered its 

ability to deal with a recession caused by the sharp drop in oil prices. 

Clearly, Russia would like to see those sanctions lifted. Trump has said he would consider 

removing them. 

"That undermines sanctions as a tool," said Vinograd. "You don't just remove them without 

proof that a country has met its international obligations." 

What other Russia experts say 

Experts we consulted who didn't sign the letter agreed that many of Trump's comments line up 

with actions that Putin would probably like to see. 
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http://www.nbcnews.com/storyline/2016-conventions/donald-trump-remarks-nato-trigger-alarm-bells-europe-n613911
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"I think Trump's foreign policy is the most pro-Russian policy we've seen from a major 

presidential candidate, at least since World War II," said Matthew Kroenig, associate professor at 

Georgetown University and a senior advisor on the Marco Rubio campaign who signed an anti-

Trump letter last spring. "With talk of tearing up NATO and positive talk about President Putin, 

it seems to be a very sympathetic Russian foreign policy," 

"Putin and the Russians would be delighted to see him elected," Kroenig added. "To be more 

supportive of the Kremlin, Trump would have to scrap America's nuclear arsenal and sign a 

treaty to give the Ukraine back to Russia." 

Michael McFaul, who served as U.S. ambassador to Russia from 2012 to 2014, made additional 

points in an Aug. 17, 2016, Washington Post commentary. For example, a political battle over 

building a wall on the Mexican border, would be a major distraction in this country and "a 

United States convulsed by infighting over Trump's deeply divisive policy proposals gives Putin 

more freedom to act around the world." 

But Peter Feaver, a professor of political science and public policy at Duke University, said the 

claim that Trump's policies read like a Kremlin wish list is "hyperbole to be sure, because it's 

looking at some of Trump's statements and not others." 

For example, the candidate's pledge to reinvigorate the United States military would not be part 

of a Russian wish list. 

He said the idea that NATO allies aren't paying their fair share for the defense of Europe is a 

longstanding United States complaint. It's just that Trump is the first to threaten to take action by 

not defending a country that's attacked but is not paying. 

"And he described the situation in Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in a way that was favorable to 

Russia's interpretation of what's happening," said Feaver. "So I wouldn't say his comments are 

are on the Kremlin's wish list, but they were certainly reinforcing Putin's approach and 

undermining NATO, which is a way of achieving one of Putin's goals, which is to weaken 

NATO." 

He also cautioned that it can be hard to tell what Trump really thinks, given all the things he says 

in off-the-cuff remarks. Only the other hand, he noted, Trump seldom backtracks on an 

outrageous statement he's made. 

The claim that Trump's policies read like a Kremlin wish list "has a lot more to do with Donald 

Trump's overall statements about Russia than it does with any concrete policies, and that's 

because Donald Trump doesn't really have many concrete policies," said Emma Ashford, a 

defense and foreign policy research fellow at the libertarian Cato Institute. 

"Trump tends to be quite inconsistent on a lot of things" such as working with Russia to fight 

ISIS," she said. "So with Donald Trump's inconsistency, it's really really hard to tell what he 

would do on some of these issues." 

Our ruling 

Morell and others said Trump has outlined "policies that read like a Kremlin wish list." 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/global-opinions/why-putin-wants-a-trump-victory-so-much-he-might-even-be-trying-to-help-him/2016/08/17/897ab21c-6495-11e6-be4e-23fc4d4d12b4_story.html?utm_term=.b50c7ef1f427


Trumps comments on backing away from NATO, supporting Russia on the Ukraine and 

rethinking sanctions against Russia certainly qualify as statements that dovetail with what the 

Putin administration would like. 

But not all of his opinions, such as wanting to increase military spending, are in lockstep with 

policies the Kremlin might favor. 

We rate the statement Mostly True. 

 


