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WASHINGTON — A lone 
Senate Republican’s bid to 
reverse a Pentagon policy 
ensuring abortion access for 
service members is delay-
ing the smooth transfer of 
power at the highest eche-
lons of the armed forces, 
including in the ranks of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
as a monthslong partisan 
dispute over social policy 
drags on.

Sen. Tommy Tuberville, a 
conservative from Alabama, 
has been single-hand-
edly blocking hundreds of 
promotions for high-rank-
ing generals and admirals 
since February, refusing to 
relent unless the Defense 
Department scraps a 
policy — instituted after 
the Supreme Court struck 
down the constitutional 
right to abortion last year — 
offering time off and travel 
reimbursement to service 
members who need to go out 
of state for abortions.

Now, Tuberville’s tactics 
are on the brink of disrupt-
ing the Pentagon’s ability to 
fill its top ranks. 

More than half of the 
current Joint Chiefs are 
expected to step down 
from their posts during the 
next few months without 
a Senate-approved succes-
sor in place, leaving the 
president’s chief military 
advisory body in an unprec-
edented state of flux at a 
time of escalating tensions 
with China and Russia.

The Biden administration 
and Senate Democrats have 
vociferously condemned 
Tuberville’s blockade as 
dangerous and misplaced. 
But while many Republicans 
are deeply uncomfortable 
with his tactics, GOP lead-
ers’ criticism has been more 
restrained.

“I don’t support putting 
a hold on military nomi-

nations,” Senate Minority 
Leader Mitch McCon-
nell, R-Ky., told reporters 
recently when asked about 
Tuberville’s actions. 

That has not been enough 
to dissuade the Alabama 
senator or his staunch 
supporters in the GOP 
ranks, who have stood in for 
him when he was not at the 
Capitol to press his objec-
tions to a policy that has 
angered the anti-abortion 
Republican base.

The resulting impasse is 
beginning to take a tangible 
toll on the military. 

On Monday, the first of the 
departing Joint Chiefs, Gen. 
David Berger, the Marine 
commandant, retired in a 
“relinquishment of office” 
ceremony, leaving his 
current deputy and nomi-
nated successor, Gen. Eric 
Smith, to take over without 
Congress’ blessing.

Over August and Septem-
ber, the staff chiefs of the 
Army, Navy and Air Force, 
as well as Gen. Mark Milley, 
chair of the Joint Chiefs, 

are expected to follow suit, 
leaving the organization 
with more temporary occu-
pants than at any point in its 
history.

“We know that these 
holds are going to have a 
ripple effect throughout 
the department,” Pentagon 
spokesperson Sabrina Singh 
said last month, arguing that 
Tuberville was setting “a 
dangerous precedent” that 
“puts our military readiness 
at risk.”

Similar sentiments have 
been voiced by the White 
House, where press secre-
tary Karine Jean-Pierre 
argued last month that 
Tuberville’s tactics were “a 
threat to our national secu-
rity,” and by Senate Major-
ity Leader Chuck Schumer, 
D-N.Y., who denounced on 
the Senate floor last month 
“the damaging impact that 
Sen. Tuberville’s holds on 
senior military promotions 
is having on our national 
security and military read-
iness.”

Even some Senate Repub-

licans who have stopped 
short of condemning Tuber-
ville’s actions have none-
theless expressed concerns 
about how they might affect 
the military’s ability to 
respond to global threats.

“It’s a dangerous world 
right now, and we want to 
make sure that we’re not 
sacrificing readiness,” Sen. 
Bill Cassidy, R-La., recently 
told Politico.

Some caution that such 
concerns are overblown.

Tuberville’s blockade 
“does not endanger the 
United States, but it makes 
the institutions less agile 
and adaptive,” said Mark 
Cancian, a retired colonel 
from the Marine Forces 
Reserve and a defense 
expert at the Center for 
Strategic and International 
Studies. Referring to officials 
who are serving in an acting 
capacity, he said: “When 
you’re acting, you cannot 
give fundamental strategic 
guidance to the institution. 
You are a place holder.”

Tuberville rejects the 

notion that his objections 
will have a detrimental effect 
on the military, noting that 
in situations where a single 
senator denies the custom-
ary unanimous approval of 
a group of nominations or 
military promotions, the 
Senate can simply schedule 
individual votes on each one.

“There’s all this panic 
about, ‘Well, he’s not going 
to give unanimous consent 
to the chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs,’ ” Tuberville’s 
spokesperson, Steven Staf-
ford, said in an interview 
last week, pointing out that 
senators took a roll-call vote 
to confirm Milley as chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff four years ago. “Maybe 
it’s OK for the Senate to take 
votes.”

But that process can be 
extraordinarily time-con-
suming given the Senate’s 
rules and customs, and 
trying to confirm each of 
the hundreds of promo-
tions individually could tie 
the chamber in knots. 

That may be the point 

for Tuberville, who has 
co-sponsored legislation to 
declare that life begins at 
conception and filed a brief 
in support of the Mississippi 
law prohibiting abortion at 
15 weeks that was upheld in 
last year’s Supreme Court 
decision in Dobbs v. Jack-
son Women’s Health Orga-
nization.

Senate Democrats have 
challenged Tuberville at 
least a half-dozen times 
on the Senate floor to stop 
holding military promotions 
hostage, and the Armed 
Services Committee has 
continued to hold confirma-
tion hearings for high-rank-
ing nominees, in the hopes 
that the Alabama senator 
might relent. 

Gen. Charles Brown, the 
Air Force chief of staff and 
President Joe Biden’s pick 
to succeed Milley as chair 
of the Joint Chiefs, and Gen. 
Randy George, the Army’s 
vice chief of staff whom 
Biden nominated to take 
over as Army chief, are both 
scheduled for hearings this 
week.

In the meantime, Tuber-
ville has steadily rejected 
compromises that Senate 
leaders have offered. He 
refused to relent in exchange 
for holding a closed-door 
vote in the Armed Services 
Committee last month 
against a bill undoing the 
Pentagon’s policy. 

And he has publicly 
eschewed the idea of settling 
his dispute by voting on 
the Pentagon’s policy as an 
amendment to the annual 
defense policy bill, which 
is expected to begin moving 
through the House next 
week.

Senate leaders hope to 
change Tuberville’s mind 
over the next few weeks.

Challenges to the Penta-
gon’s abortion access policy 
also are expected to figure 
in the House debate on the 
defense authorization bill. 
But it is hoped that a public 
referendum on the Penta-
gon’s policy would back 
Tuberville into a corner, 
creating public pressure on 
him to give up his quest.

Tuberville keeps blocking military
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Schools in New Delhi 
were forced to close 
Monday after heavy 
monsoon rains battered the 
Indian capital, with land-
slides and flash floods kill-
ing at least 15 people over 
the last three days. Farther 
north, the overflowing Beas 
River swept vehicles down-
stream as it flooded neigh-
borhoods.

In Japan, torrential 
rain pounded the south-
west, causing floods and 
mudslides that left two 
people dead and at least six 
others missing this week. 
Local TV showed damaged 
houses in Fukuoka prefec-
ture and muddy water 
from the swollen Yamakuni 
River appearing to threaten 
a bridge in the town of 
Yabakei.

In Ulster County, in New 
York’s Hudson Valley and 
in Vermont, some said the 
flooding is the worst they’ve 
seen since Hurricane 
Irene’s devastation in 2011.

Although destructive 
flooding in India, Japan, 
China, Turkey and the U.S. 
might seem like distant 
events, atmospheric scien-
tists say they have this in 
common: Storms are form-
ing in a warmer atmo-
sphere, making extreme 
rainfall a more frequent 
reality now. The additional 
warming that scientists 
predict is coming will only 
make it worse.

That’s because a warmer 
atmosphere holds more 
moisture, which results 
in storms dumping more 
precipitation that can have 
deadly outcomes. Pollut-
ants, especially carbon 
dioxide and methane, are 
heating up the atmosphere. 
Instead of allowing heat to 
radiate away from Earth 
into space, they hold onto it.

While climate change 
is not the cause of storms 
unleashing the rainfall, 
these storms are form-

ing in an atmosphere that 
is becoming warmer and 
wetter.

“Sixty-eight degrees 
Fahrenheit can hold twice 
as much water as 50 degrees 
Fahrenheit,” said Rodney 
Wynn, a meteorologist 
at the National Weather 
Service in Tampa Bay. 
“Warm air expands and cool 
air contracts. You can think 
of it as a balloon — when it’s 
heated the volume is going 
to get larger, so therefore it 
can hold more moisture.”

For every 1 degree 
Celsius, which equals 1.8 
degrees Fahrenheit, the 
atmosphere warms, it 
holds approximately 7% 
more moisture. According 
to NASA, the average global 
temperature has increased 
by at least 1.1 degrees 
Celsius (1.9 degrees Fahr-
enheit) since 1880.

“When a thunderstorm 
develops, water vapor gets 
condensed into rain drop-
lets and falls back down 
to the surface. So as these 
storms form in warmer 
environments that have 
more moisture in them, 
the rainfall increases,” 
explained Brian Soden, 
professor of atmospheric 
sciences at the University 
of Miami.

“As the climate gets 
warmer we expect intense 
rain events to become more 
common, it’s a very robust 
prediction of climate 
models,” Soden added. “It’s 
not surprising to see these 

events happening, it’s what 
models have been predict-
ing ever since day one.”

Gavin Schmidt, clima-
tologist and director of the 
NASA Goddard Institute 
for Space Studies, said the 
regions being hit hardest by 
climate change are not the 
ones who emit the largest 
amount of planet-warming 
pollutants.

“The bulk of the emis-
sions have come from the 
industrial Western nations 
and the bulk of the impacts 
are happening in places that 
don’t have good infrastruc-
ture, that are less prepared 
for weather extremes and 
have no real ways to manage 
this,” Schmidt said.

Despite growing alarm 
among climate scientists, 
there are few signs of the 
kind of widespread societal 
change that would reduce 
the greenhouse gas emis-
sions that are dangerously 
heating the planet.

“More and more people 
recognize climate change 
as a problem, but they don’t 
like the solutions,” said Paul 
Slovic, a professor at the 
University of Oregon who 
specializes in the psychol-
ogy of risk and decision 
making. “They don’t want to 
have to give up the comfort 
and conveniences that we 
get from using energy from 
the wrong sources, and so 
forth.”

The New York Times 
contributed.

Experts: Extreme rains, floods 
to be more common globally

The swollen Beas River surges Sunday in Kullu, Himachal 
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GENEVA — The U.N. 
human rights chief used a 
special debate on Tuesday 
about burnings of the Quran 
in Sweden and other Euro-
pean countries to consider 
the fine line between free-
dom of expression and re-
spect for religious beliefs, 
while broadening his call 
for respect of “all others” in-
cluding migrants, LGBTQI+ 
people, and women and 
girls who wear headscarves.

Volker Turk, speaking to 
the Human Rights Council, 
took on hatred and discrim-
ination that fans violence 
amid growing concerns 
about “manufactured” 
shows of intolerance aimed 
to drive a wedge between 
civilizations. Recent burn-
ings of the Quran have 
had sweeping repercus-
sions and even weighed on 
Turkey’s reflections about 
whether to admit Sweden 
into NATO.

The debate, coming 
during the council’s 
summer session, shaped 
up largely along the lines 
of Western countries that 
condemned such intoler-
ance but affirmed the right 
to freedom of expression, 

and predominantly Muslim 
countries that want govern-
ments to strengthen their 
legal arsenals to ban expres-
sions of religious intoler-
ance and hatred that could 
lead to violence, discrimina-
tion or hostility.

“We’d like to stress that 
freedom of expression is 
an ethical value that should 
spread to peaceful coexis-
tence rather than causing a 
clash of civilizations,” said 
Prince Faisal bin Farhan, 
the foreign minister of 
Saudi Arabia, in a video. 

Turk denounced the 
Quran burnings in Europe 
among recent incidents 
that “appear to have been 
manufactured to express 
contempt and inflame 
anger, to drive wedges 
between people and to 
provoke transforming 
differences of perspective 
into hatred and perhaps 
violence.”

He said hate speech of all 
kinds was on the rise — even 
if it isn’t always deemed to 
incite violence.

“Dehumanizing women 
and denying their equality 
with men; verbally abus-
ing Muslim women and 
girls who wear a headscarf; 
sneering at people with 
disabilities; making false 

claims that migrants or 
people of specific ethnic-
ities are more likely to 
engage in crime or smearing 
LGBTQ+ people — all such 
hate speech is similar in that 
it stems from the baseline 
notion that some people are 
less deserving of respect as 
human beings,” he said.

Pakistan and Palestine led 
a push for a council resolu-
tion that called on countries 
to take steps to “prevent and 
prosecute acts and advo-
cacy of religious hatred 
that constitute incitement 
to discrimination, hostility 
or violence.”

The United States said it 
wouldn’t support the reso-
lution amid concerns that it 
could trample on a funda-
mental right to freedom of 
expression.

Rashad Hussain, the U.S. 
ambassador-at-large for 
international religious free-
dom, expressed U.S. oppo-
sition to “blasphemy” laws.

“Such laws also fail to 
address the underlying 
causes of bigotry,” he said, 
calling instead for efforts 
to “reinvigorate education 
and interfaith intercultural 
dialogue to confront hate 
speech.”

A vote was expected 
Wednesday morning.

UN’s human rights advocate 
denounces Quran burnings

U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights Volker Turk, seen in March, used a special debate 
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