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BBG, RFE/RL: Bring Public Diplomats Instead of Public Bureaucrats

Dear Senator:

I wholeheartedly support your proposed Public Diplomacy legislation.

In 1973 I emigrated from the Soviet Union to the United States. I worked for RFE/RL over thirty years in New York, Munich and Prague until my retirement as a senior commentator four years ago. I was with this Radio when the Soviets and their satellites jammed our broadcasts without having a lunch break, and I lived through the heady days when the Soviet jazz stopped and WE effectively contributed to the fall of that indeed evil empire. 

I was always proud to contribute to RFE/RL mission of furthering the goals of American foreign policy. However, when five years ago BBG came up with the idea “to marry mission to the market”, I stopped being proud. 

Step dancing on air still goes on. The results in the remaining traditional target areas of RFE/RL, in Russia, Ukraine and other countries of the former Soviet Union, are devastating: shrinking disinterested audiences; loss of disappointed rebroadcasting affiliates (do not be mistaken or mislead: this loss is only partially attributable to the attitudes of local officialdoms); loss of human rights emphasis (“unmarketable”); lip service to U.S. foreign affaires (“unpopular”); fear of sustained critical analysis of local politics (“unpatriotic”), etc. 

Just to give you one (but not the only one) example of the level where the married to the market RFE/RL is today. On November 17, its Russian service polled the audience with the following questions posted on its site Svobodanews.ru (I translate from Russian): 

“Why the democratic parties in Russia had fallen into decay?

They simply finished their life cycle

They lost competition against the adepts of power politics

Their leaders suffered moral bankruptcy

Western leaders defamed in the eyes of Russians the very idea of democracy

All of the above” Period. 

No other actionable choices were offered. Say, “They were barred from access to mass media”, “They were stripped of financial resources”, “Their leaders and members were harassed by authorities”, “Media that was to them sympathetic, had been silenced by physical and/or political repression”, etc. 

One is left to wonder if it is Radio Free Europe or Radio Free Putin -- at the U.S. tax expense. I dare to suggest that RFE/RL (President Jeffrey Gedmin) and BBG (in total personnel disarray, no Chairman, just the Executive Director of the Board Staff Jeffrey Trimble, fm. RFE/RL Acting President) could not care less to answer that question as being, at this stage, irrelevant. The relevant question would be: Is RFE/RL still present there? The last published data by Comcon, an independent pollster in Russia affiliated with Gallup, is for June 2007: 35th place in Moscow, 1,8 % (below statistical error) of the daily radio audience. 

It seems, that the only country where RFE/RL can boast (and prove?) a sizable audience, is Afghanistan, a virtual virgin land for grabs by ANY broadcaster. And RFE/RL president does not miss an opportunity. As the columnist Kathleen Parker wrote  

(WP, 21 November), “ ‘Gedmin….has hundreds of stories about RFE’s works of ‘public diplomacy’.“ She then described how RFE broadcasts positively influenced the outcome of two tragic events in Afghanistan. No doubt, the Radio deserves a high prize for that. It can be indeed a powerful tool of American “soft power”. Just in whose hands?

For understandable reasons, Mr. Gedmin and Mr.Trimble would not advertise to U.S. media their achievements as public diplomats in the Czech Republic, where RFE/RL is taken to courts, including the Supreme Court. The plaintiffs, two foreign female employees (one is the mother of three minors), are suing RFE/RL for violations of their labor, civil and human (national equality) rights resulting from the violation of legislative sovereignty of the Czech Republic. The heading of an editorial comment in the national newspaper Lidove noviny (LN) can sum up detrimental to U.S. public image echo of these lawsuits: “Equality with Precondition. Practice of Free Europe Contradicts Its Ideals”. 

The ensuing TV prime-time broadcasts on two national channels; publication of an  “Open Letter” to Vaclav Havel, a very popular former President of CR, who, in front of the running cameras, promised to monitor the court proceedings; an intervention by highly respected senator Jaromir Stetina who personally protested the trampling of human rights in Cuba and Belarus, and was now asking Jeffrey Gedmin (of no avail) to intervene in the interests of  “the reputation and integrity of RFE/RL in the Czech Republic” – such are the fruits of American “public diplomacy” performed in this country by RFE/RL. The Radio, the messenger of “glasnost”, did not even bother to react to the public accusations of practicing double standards. Even more derogative were publications in RFE/RL target countries.

The Czech Republic does not matter for USA? RFE/RL is a highly visible (and costly, $83 million this year) American institution here. In the very heart of Prague, it occupies the sprawling building of the former national parliament. Czech Republic is our NATO ally active in Afghanistan and Kosovo, it is the first fm. Soviet-block country to assume in about three weeks the Presidency of the European Union, and it is a country where American foreign policy and its trustworthiness became presently the topics of bitter political and public discussions in connection with the possible construction of U.S. antimissile radar here.

Are the two gentlemen presently laboring at the helm of RFE and BBG, up to the tasks of U.S. public diplomacy? Do they at all understand the consequences of their dealings to U.S. image here? Don’t they realize that it would be much better to end ugly lawsuits by out-of-court settlements than to expose a valuable American institution to further unavoidable public bushing (caused by them personally and, unfortunately, deserved)?    

Until now, they were engaged predominantly in self-aggrandizing. Sometimes, such acts of self-promotion (presently, rather, of self-protection or even self-perpetuation)  are outright comic if not cynical:  “ ‘In public diplomacy the messenger matters,’ Gedmin said to a packed house at the DC-based Ethics and Public Policy Center (EPPC). ‘President-elect Obama’s global appeal marks a real opportunity for the U.S. to improve its image overseas.’ “(RFE/RL Communications/Press Releases, “America’s Image In the Age of Obama”, Washington, D.C. – November 21, 2008). http://www.rferl.org/content/PressRelease/1351763.html 

 Mr. Gedmin’s words are correct. To his actions, however, directly is applicable an ancient wisdom: Don’t pour new wine into old wineskin.

Your legislative draft on Public Diplomacy Agency could not come in the more suitable time. I wish it is passed by Congress. Simultaneously, I call on you to act within presently available administrative, congressional and moral context to protect the tools of American public diplomacy from further erosion in hands of the selfperpetuating bureaucrats. 

Happy winter holidays to you and your wonderfully looking family!

Yours, with high respect,

Lev Roitman  
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