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... 
  
Q    Thank you.  Can you talk about what is the practical effect of Secretary Kerry’s 
determination that ISIL is committing genocide against Christians and the Yazidis and 
others? 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, obviously over the last few weeks, I’ve received a number of questions 
about this.  I know that my colleagues at the State Department and other national security agencies 
across the government have been asked about this.   
  
What’s happening in the -- in Iraq and in Syria is deeply troubling.  We do see this extremist 
organization targeting religious minorities.  In their propaganda they’re featuring evidence of trying 
to wipe out these religious minorities.  And the President has talked on a number of occasions about 
how this is deeply troubling and is an affront to every person of faith. 
  
That’s why the President has ordered military action against ISIL in Iraq and in Syria.  In some 
cases, there have been military actions that have been ordered specifically to protect religious 
minorities.  So there certainly is the example of Mount Sinjar, which we’ve cited here frequently, 
that there were Yazidis who were trapped on that mountain.  ISIL fighters had them cornered, and 
those ISIL fighters were vowing to slaughter them. 
  
There was also a less prominent example of this, but an important one, nonetheless, that there were 
ISIL fighters that were carrying out a siege in the Iraqi town of Amirli, where there were an 
estimated 13,000 Turkmen Shia surrounded by ISIL fighters.  And again, the United States took 
military action to break that siege. 
  
So the United States has, on the orders of the Commander-in-Chief, taken steps to try to protect 
religious minorities in that region of the world from being the victims of violence at the hands of 
ISIL.  And it’s not just true of Yazidis and Shia Muslims, it’s also true of Christians.  And Secretary 
Kerry announced today what I thought was a powerful speech, discussing how he now has judged, 
assessed that ISIL is responsible for genocide in this region of the world in areas under its control, 
particularly as it relates to Yazidi, Christian, and Shia populations.   
  
And this designation is significant.  It reflects the gravity of the situation there.  And it’s one that 
continues to attract the attention not just of the United States, but it’s also why the United States has 
been able to build a strong moral case against ISIL, and build a substantial international coalition of 
66 nations to degrade and ultimately destroy that terrorist organization. 
  
Q    Does it change -- does the determination change anything on the ground now, today or 
tomorrow, for any of the people who are being persecuted or feeling persecuted? 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, what it essentially indicates is that the United States will cooperate with 
independent efforts to investigate genocide.  There obviously is evidence that’s been collected, and 
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we’ll make sure that that evidence is preserved, and we’ll assist in the effort, collecting and 
analyzing additional evidence of atrocities to support that investigation.  But that’s the next step in 
the process, and the United States will be supportive of it. 
  
Q    Some groups want the administration to do more, militarily, to fight ISIL.  Do you foresee 
that happening at some point as a result of this? 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, the President is going to continue to rely on the good advice of his military 
commanders.  Some of that will obviously be related to the kind of military contributions that other 
countries who are part of our coalition make to this effort.  The amount of military involvement in 
this region of the world has already been significant.  More than 10,000 airstrikes have been carried 
out against ISIL targets.  About 40 percent of the property -- territory that ISIL controlled in Iraq is 
area that is no longer under their control.   
  
The percentage is somewhat smaller in Syria.  I think it’s between 10 and 20 percent.  But that’s an 
indication that we have had some success in combining the military might of our coalition with the 
effectiveness of fighters on the ground, fighting for their own country.  And that’s an important part 
of our strategy.   
There are other elements of our strategy, too, in terms of shutting down the flow of foreign fighters, 
making it harder for ISIL to recruit fighters to their cause, and obviously making it harder for ISIL 
to finance their efforts.  All those elements of our strategy have contributed to our success as 
well.  But when it comes to military action against ISIL, that military action has been robust, it’s 
made a difference, and it’s been closely coordinated with fighters on the ground that, ultimately, 
need to be responsible for fighting for their own country. 
… 
 
Q    Just coming back to the point on genocide.  You talked about independent 
investigations.  Can you be a bit more specific?  Are you talking about the ICC? 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, the ICC typically is the organization that would take a look at this.  And 
given the judgment that Secretary Kerry has made, the United States would be supportive of that 
effort, both rhetorically but also in a tangible way as well.  The United States will support efforts to 
collect, document, preserve and analyze evidence of atrocities.  And the United States will do all we 
can to ensure that perpetrators of these atrocities are held to account and brought to justice. 
 
Q    On the genocide issue, it sounds like nothing really is going to change on the ground in terms of 
the strategy -- because as I heard from the State Department as well, it’s the U.S. position that 
you’ve been executing this war, this conflict, or whatever it is, as if it were a genocide 
anyway.  This is just a formal declaration.  So nothing really changes.  It’s not like you have to -- 
you don’t feel like you have to escalate anything to now deal with a genocide? 
 
MR. EARNEST:  Well, Ron, quite frankly, we have been aware for some time of ISIL targeting 
religious minorities.  And we’ve taken action -- significant actions to try to prevent it.  And that 
includes efforts by ISIL fighters to target Christians just because of their religion.   
  
So I’m not at all suggesting that this judgment that’s been reached by the State Department is 
somehow unimportant.  It is significant any time you’re talking about applying this label.  But 
what’s also true is that robust action has already been taken by the United States and our coalition 
partners to try to protect the religious minorities that we already know are being targeted by ISIL. 
… 
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 Q    May I ask you, as well, on -- genocide is a significant historical marker to put down 
there.  President Clinton had Rwanda.  President Bush had Sudan.  Now this administration 
who has laid out atrocities prevention as a national security concern and a priority has 
genocide on its watch, ongoing genocide.  What is the administration’s reaction to 
that?  Because that goes in the history books. 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Yes, and I think this is a reaction that you can measure dating back to the summer 
of 2014 when the President ordered military action against ISIL fighters that were targeting 
religious minorities only because of their religious views. 
  
Q    But it didn't stop then, and many massacres continued well after that intervention in 
August. 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Yes, but what has also happened is that you've seen more than 10,000 airstrikes 
be taken against ISIL targets.  You have seen progress being made by local fighters on the ground, 
driving ISIL out of territory that they’ve previously held.  You've seen the President order Special 
Operations raids against high-value ISIL targets, some of whom were actually involved in hostage 
taking and in victimizing religious minorities.  You've seen a coordinated effort to try to shut down 
ISIL’s financing, some of which included taking religious minorities hostage and selling them for 
ransom. 
  
You have seen the administration work effectively with the international community to try to 
confront ISIL’s ability to radicalize and recruit individuals from around the world.  So our response 
here has been robust.  And there has never been an attempt on the part of the administration to try to 
downplay the significance of these atrocities.  We have taken them seriously from the 
beginning.  And I think because of how serious we think they are, that's why the President has 
ordered such a robust response. 
  
Q    But what you're describing is part of the campaign to degrade and destroy and ultimately 
defeat ISIL as a terrorist organization.  Historians, the Holocaust Museum, which has been 
following this and documenting it, would also say, look, there was a different mission between 
stopping World War II and winning the war and preventing the mass extermination of 
Jews.  And there was great regret that more wasn't done.  You've had Presidents following 
that -- recently President Clinton saying, I wish I had done more in Rwanda.  
  
Given that and given the acknowledgement that these things are two different issues -- ending 
a war, winning a war, and defeating a terrorist groups and stopping genocide -- does the 
administration feel that it could be doing more?  Not just these air campaigns you've talked 
about and those choices here and there to intervene to stop mass atrocities when you can. 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, again, I used those -- those are only two examples that I cited, both at 
Mount Sinjar and Amerli, because those are concrete examples of the United States military not just 
using our military power, but also our moral authority to save individuals who are being targeted 
just because of their religious views. 
  
And look, I think there is an aspect of your question that I -- the premise of your question that I 
disagree with, at least a little bit, at least in part.   
  
Degrading and ultimately destroying ISIL is the best way for us to prevent them from carrying out 
these kinds of atrocities.  It’s not the only way, but it the most effective way for us to definitively 
ensure that these terrorists aren’t terrorizing religious minorities just because of their religious 
views. 
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What we’ve also acknowledged is that there is at the root of all of this a political problem that needs 
to be addressed.  And there is no denying or downplaying the significance of political leaders 
speaking out and setting the tone for a political climate that ensures that people aren’t targeted just 
because of their religious views, or that they're not marginalized, that they're not victimized because 
of their religious views.  And that certainly is part of our effort to bring about a political transition 
inside of Syria.  It’s to bring about a political leadership inside of Syria that will reflect the will and 
ambition of the Syrian people, but also make sure that Syria can be governed in a way that 
represents the diversity of its population. 
 
Q    But when you said there was significant legal implications when my colleagues asked you 
about that the other day, what are the significant legal implications, if there are any, for 
military actions that are being carried out now?  Are you going to target differently fighters 
who have more than 3,000 sex slaves in their possession?  Something an airstrike couldn’t 
really prevent?  Are you going to do things to intervene on the ground to prevent incidents of 
mass rape or mass slaughter?  I mean, tactically speaking, it’s not something that airstrikes 
alone can do.  So what is the next step? 
 
MR. EARNEST:  So let me take apart these two things.  I think I’ve tried to describe that airstrikes 
are certainly the most visible and in some ways among the most impactful aspects of our campaign 
against ISIL, but there are a whole bunch of other things that we have done to degrade and 
ultimately destroy that organization.  We have supported fighters on the ground.  We have sought to 
shut down their financing, counter their ability to move foreign fighters into the country, and 
counter their ability to try to radicalize people around the world to their cause. 
 
We have supported the fledgling political government – political leadership inside of Iraq.  Prime 
Minister Abadi has made important steps in unifying that country and governing that country in a 
way that they can confront this extremist terrorist organization.  So there's a lot that we have done to 
degrade and ultimately destroy ISIL that does make it harder for ISIL to carry out these kinds of 
abhorrent atrocities.  This is something that we take seriously and this judgment from the State 
Department reflects just how serious this situation is. 
 
Q    So just to button it up, you believe that the administration has succeeded in its mission to 
actively prevent atrocities? 
 
MR. EARNEST:  Well, there is no doubt that there are atrocities that have been prevented because 
of actions that this administration has taken and that this President has ordered -- there's no denying 
that.  But our work is not going to be done and ISIL will continue to be a danger to the region and 
to religious minorities in the region as long as they continue to exist.  And that's why the President 
is determined to lead an international coalition to degrade and destroy them. 
… 
 
Q    And then following up on Darlene and Margaret on the genocide question, I guess the 
way I would phrase it is, can you identify an aspect of the American military campaign 
against the Islamic State that will change as a result of this determination? 
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, I was asked this question quite a bit in advance of the work that was being 
done at the State Department on this.  And I indicated that even without that State Department 
decision having been made, the President had ordered robust military action.  And that’s because 
we acknowledged, even without a formal announcement from the State Department, that religious 
minorities in Iraq and in Syria were being targeted by ISIL.  And that was an affront on all people 
of faith -- or an affront to all people of faith.  And the President ordered action to try to stop it.  And 
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those actions will continue unabated, and they would continue whether or not there was an 
announcement and a pretty powerful speech from the Secretary of State today or not. 
  
Q    That sounds like a no.  But when you talk about cooperating with independent 
investigations on the ground, I can envision a scenario in which maybe that means having 
American troops spend more time on the ground to collect evidence of atrocities than they 
currently are, building more of a case and supporting those efforts differently.  But I’m not 
hearing you say that.  So I’m trying to get at whether there’s any concrete change here.  And 
I’ve heard you say in response to a bunch of colleagues, basically no.   
  
MR. EARNEST:  Well, I don’t know if there will be additional requests that are made of U.S. 
military personnel to be involved in this effort.  You can check with the Department of Defense 
about that.  Obviously, there are a bunch of resources that we can bring to bear on this.  And we will 
be supportive -- strongly supportive of an independent international effort to hold those accountable 
for carrying out atrocities like we see in Iraq and in Syria. 
  
George, this is St. Patrick’s Day.  I feel like I should not pass over you today.  So I’ll give you the 
final one. 
  
…… 
  
Thanks, everybody.  We’ll see you tomorrow. 
  
END  
3:30 P.M. EDT 
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