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MR. CARNEY:  Good morning, everyone.  Thanks for joining us on our trip today to

Miami and Orlando, Florida.  It’s a good thing we left that cold winter weather behind

today as we head to Florida. 

  I don’t have but one announcement right before I take your questions, and that is, as I’m

sure you’re all aware, it’s Jen Epstein’s birthday today.  I needed to appropriately

acknowledge that.  Thank you for spending your birthday with us.  Appreciate it.  I

assume that you’re now able to rent a car without an added payment.  (Laughter.)  Well, it

doesn't look -- you're youthful and full of energy.

So with that I’ll take your questions.

  Q    Jay, the President apologized to Karzai over the burning of the Koran.  Is the

President worried, or is he frustrated that he has to do this and that it feeds a kind of a

political narrative that the Republicans have created that he’s --

MR. CARNEY:  That's a fully false, fallacious and ridiculous narrative that is not borne out

by any facts.  The President, following up on a telephone conversation, the likes of which

he has routinely with President Karzai, wrote a long letter on a variety of issues related to

our bilateral engagement, including reconciliation, including the trilateral talks between -

- with Pakistan last week in Islamabad, in which he also expressed his condolences and --

or rather, his apology for the inadvertent burning of religious materials by American

personnel in Afghanistan.
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It is wholly appropriate, given the sensitivities to this issue, the understandable

sensitivities.  His primary concern as Commander-in-Chief is the safety of American men

and women in Afghanistan, of our military and civilian personnel there.  And it was

absolutely the right thing to do.

 

And I would simply note that Secretary Panetta, Joint Chiefs Chairman Dempsey and I

have all conveyed apologies on behalf of the United States for this incident.

 

Q    Did President Karzai ask him for that letter after their phone call?

 

MR. CARNEY:  -- the letter, which I can't show you because it’s not appropriate to show,

but it’s a lengthy three-page letter on a host of issues, several sentences of which relate to

this matter.

 

Q    What’s the reception been to the letter, Jay?

 

MR. CARNEY:  I don’t have an update for you.  I understand that President Karzai

released some quotations from the letter.  But I don’t have any readout for you on the

reception.  I think that the message that we’re trying to convey here is that this was

inadvertent.  We take is very seriously.  There is an ISAF investigation.  And even prior to

any completion of that investigation, General Allen is taking steps to ensure that this kind

of thing can’t happen again by instituting training on the handling of religious materials.

 

Q    President Karzai’s office said today that they’d like a trial of those involved in this

incident.  Do you have any reaction to that?

 

MR. CARNEY:  As I said, there’s an investigation going on to find out exactly what

happened.  The inappropriate handling of these materials was inadvertent, but

sensitivities here are ones that we understand and we have great respect -- the actions

here, while inadvertent, do not reflect the great respect that our military personnel have

for the religious traditions of the Afghan people.

 

Q    Any idea how long the investigation might take?
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MR. CARNEY:  I’d refer you to the Defense Department and to ISAF for that.

 

Q    Jay, can you talk a little bit about why we’re on a smaller plane?  Is this anything to do

with cost and given that you’re --

 

MR. CARNEY:  It has absolutely nothing to do with anything but scheduled maintenance

on the larger plane that ran long.  That’s my understanding from the military office.  But

we’re just going to be a little more cozy today.

 

Q    It may in fact be more fuel-efficient than a 747, but that’s inadvertent, even though

today is --

 

MR. CARNEY:  How the President travels is determined by the Air Force and by the

Secret Service.  And the issue here was maintenance that ran long on one of the 747s.

 

Q    Two questions.  Any chance that the President will make a -- drop by a basketball

game some people may be watching tonight?

 

MR. CARNEY:  We have been encouraging him to call an audible, if you will, and -- I

guess that’s a different sport --so that we can stay in Miami and watch the game. 

Unfortunately, that’s not going to be possible.

  Q    Not at all?  Not even a pop-in?  Okay.

Q    A Quinnipiac Poll out that suggests that people are feeling better about the economy,

but it hasn’t translated yet to the President’s approval ratings -- 45 to 49 percent in this

poll.  I know you don’t make your decisions based on polls, but is that a stat you’re aware

of, and why do you think there is that lag in people feeling better about the economy but

not --

  MR. CARNEY:  Well, first of all, I think that any data that suggests people are feeling

good about the economy is simply a reflection of the fact that the economy has been

growing now for a sustained period and that recovery has been picking up some steam. 

And most importantly, more Americans are finding work and the unemployment rate is

coming down.  Those are all positive signs.  There are other signs that we saw in housing
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and elsewhere in the economy that reinforce the idea that the recovery is picking up some

pace.

As for the President’s poll numbers, I mean, there are a variety of polls that show different

things about his approval rating and things like that, as well as whether people believe

that he has their interests at heart in the policy decisions he makes, which I can assure

you he does.  His extreme focus in matters of domestic policy is on protecting, building

the middle class and growing this economy and increasing job creation in this economy.

So as for the longer-term political implications, that’s largely beyond anyone’s control. 

What he focuses on is getting the policy right, making sure we’re growing the economy,

making sure that we have an economy built to last that’s built on the foundations -- the

four pillars that he talked about in the State of the Union address, including the need for

American energy.  And that’s a subject that he’ll address today in Florida.

 

Q    Is he going to make any news today?

 

MR. CARNEY:  Well, I’ll let you all decide.  What he will certainly talk about is the

absolute need to take an all-of-the-above approach to our long-term energy needs and our

energy security.  That includes expanding, as he has done, drilling for -- exploration for

and drilling for traditional forms of fossil fuels -- oil, and gas.  It also means investing in

and expanding the use of alternative energies.  It means doing everything you can to

decrease our dependence on foreign sources of energy.  And the simple fact is, since he’s

been in office, domestic production is up, reliance on foreign sources of energy is down.

 

Q    Jay, some of that production, though, that kind of rise, began under Bush.  Is the

President taking credit for his policies doing that, or is it something that was already

beginning to happen?

  MR. CARNEY:  I took this question yesterday and I appreciate it.  There’s no question

that the President’s commitment to expanding domestic production of oil and gas has

been a priority since he took office, and it is simply an unsustainable argument to suggest

otherwise.  The numbers here don't lie.  Whatever the policies were that were in place

prior to him taking office, he has instituted policies that have resulted in a focus on

increasing production; selling of lease sales -- huge lease sales in the Gulf; expanding

production and development of fossil fuels in Alaska and elsewhere; the approval for the

first time in 30 of a permit to build a nuclear reactor; and the substantial increase in

investment in alternative energy sources.

His approach is an all-of-the-above approach.  And it is, I think, incumbent upon anyone

who analyzes this or writes about it to note the facts, and the facts here are pretty clear.
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Q    Jay, do you know if the President happened to watch any of the debate last night, and

if not, what he did instead then?

MR. CARNEY:  I know that he didn't watch it.  But I don't know what he did otherwise.

Q    Is he of the opinion that Mitt Romney is making a comeback?

MR. CARNEY:  We didn't discuss it in those terms.  But he didn't catch the debate. 

Q    He did not?

MR. CARNEY:  Did not, no.  But as I think I've told you before, he tends to, when he's

home after work, spend time with his family, and if he is watching TV it tends to be sports

or movies.

Q    How often does he watch sports or --

MR. CARNEY:  I just know that he did not --

Q    You don't know that he did not watch sports last night or -- instead, or --

MR. CARNEY:  I don't know.  I'll have to ask him if he --

Q    Has he spoken with Jeremy Lin by phone?  I don't remember.  Has that happened

yet?

MR. CARNEY:  I don't believe so.

Q    Is there any update on Syria?  I don't remember if this was covered in the briefing

yesterday, but whether Marie Colvin's and Anthony Shadid's death and their final stories

have in any way shaped the President's views on how -- the approach?

MR. CARNEY:  Well, I think -- I mean, certainly the President is aware of the tragic news

of the death of Marie Colvin and of Remi Ochlik I think his name is -- I'm sure I'm

mispronouncing it -- as well as Anthony Shadid and I'm sure -- and I know of other

journalists and -- but what their deaths tell us, because of their courageous reporting, is

that the overwhelming number of victims of Assad’s brutality are innocent, unarmed

Syrian civilians.

I mean, one of the most powerful reports I read about Marie Colvin’s death is that hours

before she was killed by the Assad regime, she reported on the death of a two-year-old

child -- again, at the hands of Assad’s forces.  So the victims here are overwhelmingly

Syrians and the assault that Assad continues to wage against the Syrian people is heinous

and unforgiveable. 

That’s why we’re working with a broad array and a growing array of international partners

to isolate and pressure Assad to bring about a peaceful transition in that country, a

transition which is inevitable and which is already underway.  As you know, the "Friends

of Syria" group is meeting I believe tomorrow, and we will be an active participant in that

meeting.
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Q    Jay, has the President -- I know you say he doesn’t watch a lot of TV, but has he been

watching some of these images as they’ve been unfolding from Syria -- some of these

really disturbing images?

MR. CARNEY:  I know that he is fully aware of and has been briefed on and read many

news accounts about the atrocities committed by the Assad regime.  It is the reason why

he has so forcefully condemned it, both he and other members of his government, his

administration.  Again, I don’t know that -- well, I don’t know whether or not he’s see

television coverage of it, but he has read a great deal about it, been briefed on extensively

the extent of the violence, the extent of the brutality, and is fully aware of the shameful

cowardice that that behavior represents.

Q    Jay, given the condemnation and the isolation, the brutality, as you point out, still

continues.  Is the thinking at the White House evolving either to arm -- to consider

arming rebels or having some other kind of military influence over this outcome?

MR. CARNEY:  Well, we continue to believe that a political resolution is the best

approach.  We believe there’s still time for that.  That is why we are working with our

international partners and all of the "Friends of Syria" to help try to bring that about,

through pressuring and isolating Assad and trying to force him to relinquish the power

that he so inappropriately wields. 

But we’ve said in response to questions about supplying weaponry and arms to the

opposition that we do not feel that the right course at this time is to further militarize the

situation in Syria, because a greater militarization will lead down a dangerous and chaotic

path -- lead Syria down a dangerous and chaotic path.  Obviously, we’ll have to evaluate

this as time goes on.

But the fact of the matter now is that the aggression, the violence, the military action that

is being waged in Syria is overwhelmingly initiated by and carried out by the forces of

Bashar Assad.  And that is why we are working so hard collectively with our international

partners to pressure him to cease and desist.

  Q    Is it correct to say that the U.S. is developing as a backup option or a contingency

option plans to arm rebels but don’t want to go that way right now?

MR. CARNEY:  I think that’s -- you’re probably getting ahead of yourself there in that

question.  I don’t have any information to suggest that.  Our focus right now is helping

with the "Friends of Syria" to try to mitigate the humanitarian disaster that is unfolding,

especially in Homs and other parts of Syria, to bolster the Syrian opposition as it

organizes and unifies, and to continue to pressure and isolate the Assad regime.

The international community needs to act in that regard.  We were greatly disappointed

by the veto of the Security Council Resolution by China and Russia.  We think the

overwhelming vote for that very similar if not identical resolution in the U.N. General

Assembly makes clear the vast global support for the Syrian people and how much on the

wrong side of history those nations are that did not vote in favor of that resolution.
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Anything else, guys?  Thank you.

    Please note: The final question from this afternoon’s gaggle abroad Air Force One was

inadvertently left off the gaggle transcript circulated earlier today. The missing question

and answer are included below.

Q What’s the precedent for apologizing when the military has already apologized?

MR. CARNEY:  Well, in this case, again, the President was -- had been -- had a

conversation with President Karzai the day before he was -- in a follow-up to that

conversation, wrote an extensive letter on a number of topics, including the Afghan-led

reconciliation process and our bilateral relationship with Afghanistan, in which he

included an expression of his regret and apologies for the inappropriate and inadvertent

mishandling of religious materials. 

I would note that one of my predecessors, Dana Perino, the Press Secretary for President

George W. Bush, following an incident in which an American serviceman apparently shot

or did damage to a Koran in 2008, she expressed apologies on behalf of the President. 

And that’s appropriate for the same reason, because our concern -- this President’s

concern, as was surely the case with President Bush, is the safety and security of our men

and women in uniform, as well as our civilians in Afghanistan. 

And one of the reasons that it’s appropriate to express our sincere apologies for this

incident is that the kind of reaction that it can cause risks putting our men and women in

harm’s way, or in further risk than they already are.  So I think that precedent is a useful

one to look at.

Thanks, guys.

END

11:54 A.M. EST

 

 


