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BBG, RFE/RL: Public Disaster Instead of Public Diplomacy

Czech Parliament to Consider Issue of RFE/RL Personnel Policies

(Prague) On  March 11th, Czech news agency, CTK, reported that Czech Constitutional Court was asked to invite Hillary Clinton whose testimony 

“might make it clear to the court whether the RFE/RL approach to its employees was dictated by the aim of the general U.S. foreign policy” and “promotes respect for human rights” as prescribed by the United States International Broadcasting Act governing the standards, policies and operations of the Board of International Broadcasting (BBG) and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL). (http://www.ceskenoviny.cz/tema/index_view.php?id=365089&id_seznam=2179)

RFE/RL is subordinate to BBG. The Radio broadcasts in 28 languages to 20 countries, has 19 foreign bureaus, and operates at yearly budgets in excess of 80 million dollars provided by U.S. Congress via BBG.  

On April 5th, Hillary Clinton visited new RFE/RL headquarters in Prague. She accompanied President Obama on his trip to Europe. As the Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton became also a member of BBG and of RFE/RL Board of Directors. At RFE/RL, bulk of her estimated audience of three hundred listeners composed the nationals of the Radio’s target countries – Russia, Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, states of Central Asia, Afghanistan, Iran, etc.

Hillary Clinton Silent on Lawsuits  Against RFE/RL 

Speaking at RFE/RL, Hillary Clinton praised the Radio for being a “smart power”, which helps “to create a broad international agreement with values that respect human dignity, individual rights and responsibilities”; stated that RFE/RL personnel is “an instrumental, essential part of one of the most important aspects of American outreach”; complimented her listeners on behalf of President Obama; and concluded her address with the words: “Thank you so much for being part of the values that we hope other people will have a chance to exercise and live under some day”. Lawsuits brought against RFE/RL by its former employees, the nationals of RFE/RL target countries, were not mentioned.

On April 8th, CTK informed (excerpts):

“The Czech Constitutional Court has rejected a complaint of Croatian journalist Snjezana Pelivan against the way in which she was dismissed from RFE/RL. http://www.ceskenoviny.cz/news/zpravy/czech-court-rejects-complaint-of-dismissed-rfe-journalist/370173INCLUDEPICTURE  \d  \z "http://go.cz.bbelements.com/please/showit/1377/2/2/7/?typkodu=img&_idplan=88164"


Pelivan says in her complaint that she was given no reason for her dismissal and that the RFE/RL employees who do not come from the USA and the Czech Republic are insufficiently protected against unsubstantiated and immediate dismissals. She points out that they are discriminated against at the station. She says that not only she but also Armenian citizen Anna Karapetian  have become victims of such an approach. Karapetian’s case was covered by the Czech media in the past and the Czech Supreme Court is dealing with it. The Constitutional Court says that it did not find the legal provision allowing the employer to dismiss an employee without giving reason as one running counter to the Czech law… (It was) proposed that the Constitutional Court summoned U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton as a witness”. (full CTK text at:  )

Croatia,  Armenia to Join Their Citizens in European Court of Human Rights?

Snjezana Pelivan, who like Anna Karapetian and a number of other RFE/RL employees, was dismissed without any prior warning, previous corrective or disciplinary measures (if warranted), without any stated reason, responding to the ICCEE question if the decision by Czech Constitutional Court puts an end to her lawsuit, said: 

“Not at all. It simply removes the last obstacle for the main claim -- to the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. It will be the first time in the long history of that court that any American organization is accused there of human rights violations. But what an organization! BBG members are appointed by the President himself. Senate confirms them. And  BBG is a collective Board of Directors for RFE/RL. I’m a Croatian citizen but I perfectly understand that American Congress spends millions and millions of dollars on RFE/RL to support good public image of America, not to ruin it by shameful court cases abroad. My country, Croatia, has the right to join my case in Strasbourg, and I will ask for it. Just as Anna Karapetian may ask Armenia for support. I admire Hillary Clinton, but I felt sorry for her when I was reading her address to RFE/RL journalists. She had to visit RFE/RL, it is “her” Radio now. But everybody there who listened to her knew about my and Anna’s court cases; everybody knew that she was suggested as a witness against RFE/RL; and everybody knows that we are fighting not only for our but also for their rights and dignity. Fighting against cynical hypocrites in BBG and RFE/RL. It seemed, Hillary Clinton became a hostage to them because of her present position. I am sure, not for long. It was a Pyrrhic victory for RFE/RL.”

In January 2009, U.S. Office of Personnel Management (OPM) ranked BBG management as the worst in American government and BBG as the worst place of work in the government (http://www.afge1812org/Content_Page_1.html) 

On January 15th, Anna Karapetian sent to some thirty freedom-of-press and human rights organizations an Open Letter “Actions of RFE/RL Betray Its Ideals. American radio Discriminates Non-American Employees”. In particular, she wrote:

“Signing in Prague a standardized Employment Agreement  “governed by the applicable laws of the United States, the laws of the District of Columbia or the Policies of the Company”, the non-American journalists trustfully and proudly placed themselves under the protective hand of RFE/RL, a beacon of human rights. In reality, however, they obtained about as much legal protection as the inhabitants of Guantanamo: not in the country of their origin, not in the place of their presence, nor in the United States. 

From 1991 the foreigners working for an American employer abroad are expressly, specifically exempt from the protection provided to Americans by EEOC and American courts, and Federal Civil Rights Act is not applicable to them. The 1977 District of Columbia Human Rights Act, being subordinate to US federal legislation, also excludes them from protection. They are not covered by the Fair Labor Standards Act, by the Equal Pay Act, by the Disabilities Act, by the Family and Medical Leave Act. Signing the employment agreements with RFE/RL, the non-American employees don’t even suspect that they are signing the preprinted bills of no rights. The management of RFE/RL brilliantly knows that and intentionally gives the non-American employees agreements discriminating against them from the first day of employment.

It is a paradox, but the Czech Republic still has laws dating back to the Communist era, which allow foreign companies to use foreign labor laws if they don’t contradict the fundamentals of the “Czechoslovak Socialist Republic”. Such a law, which once gave the Soviet Union the right to function freely in Czechoslovakia, now, ironically, is being abused by the RFE/RL American management for discrimination and arbitrariness against its employees.  Czech courts, bound by the law of Communist Czechoslovakia, are unable to protect RFE/RL foreign employees against arbitrary terminations.”  (http://freemediaonline.org/freemediaonlineblog/2009/01/22/armenian-journalist-hopes-obama-administration-will-protect-foreign-workers-rights-at-radio-free-europeradio-liberty/)

Mrs. Karapetian’s Open Letter was printed, quoted and referred to by the numerous mass-media resourses including the New York Times and USA Today servers.

Prevent Scandal Spreading by Negotiated Out-of-Court Settlements

On April 1st, Prague newspaper “Lidove noviny” published an article “Czech Sovereignty Ends at RFE/RL” by Lev Roitman. He wrote:

“There are manifold indications that well-informed and sensitive Hillary Clinton’s State Department, in contrast to RFE/RL management inherited from the previous Washington administration, clearly understands that the dignity, moral influence and political reputation of RFE/RL are safeguarded by public sympathy and not by the use of legal loopholes and gimmicks”.  (http://www.azg.am/print/EN/2009040202)

Asked by ICCEE if the Czech Constitutional Court decision does not represent a public relations victory for RFE/RL, Lev Roitman, a lawyer by education, who in 2005 retired as a senior commentator after thirty years with RFE/RL in New York, Munich and Prague, said:

“It is the same as to suggest that a court victory (should they went to court) of the failed AIG managers rewarded for their misdeeds by millions of public money, would represent for them a public relations victory. Rather, a further setback and total public disaster. The same applies to RFE/RL. With the difference, that  AIG managers displayed enough common sense and public sensitivity not to insist in the courts upon their right to be a swine. The Czech court decision simply demonstrates to any reasonable individual that RFE/RL personnel which in native languages heralds on-air  messages of human rights, civil liberties, legal protections against arbitrariness, etc., is totally rightless itself. American courts are for them off limits, Czech courts are of no use. Their master – breadgiver, lawmaker, prosecutor, judge, executor – is RFE/RL management. They cannot even protest. Any sign of defiance will end in termination. And no reason should be given. Status of slaves. Or mercenaries. They know it. BBG knows it. RFE/RL management knows it. Hillary Clinton should of knowing it. And the situation is absolutely immoral. Especially, for the United States under Obama administration. This is why I am convinced that Hillary Clinton will act without waiting for the next wave of publicity – when the court cases reach Strasbourg. There is no other way to put an end to lawsuits than to offer negotiated out-of-court settlements. 

It is virtually irrelevant for the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg if RFE/RL actions are tolerable due to Czech legal peculiarities. It will be necessary to prove in Strasbourg that labor policies of American RFE/RL correspond to European norms. Well, they don’t. In Germany, RFE/RL did not dare to violate German labor laws. It does not dare to do so in its foreign bureaus, either. And imagine the scope of the scandal if other countries, Croatia and Armenia, will intervene in Strasbourg on behalf of their discriminated citizens…”

Articles, commentaries and TV-programs highly critical of RFE/RL in connection with the ongoing court cases against it, appeared in different countries in different languages. Influential Armenian newspaper AZG wrote in the article titled “Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) Betrays Its Ideals”:

“The conclusion is evident: these legal cases are a stamp of shame, a stigma on the history of the well-respected Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, which has supported democracy for decades. Regardless of what the results of the court cases will be, the serious and substantiated charges against RFE/RL are already a tremendous blow to the reputation and the prestige of an institution with a glorious history.” (http://www.azg.am/EN/2009021204)

Czech Parliament is due to consider an inquiry (interpellation 773) concerning RFE/RL personnel policies and practices in the Czech Republic. (http://www.psp.cz/sqw/tisky.sqw?STR=4&O=5&PT=K&N=4&F=I&D=6,17&RA=20)

ICCEE is a non-governmental non-profit organization established in Prague in 1999.

ICCEE is the publisher of major Armenian magazine in Europe, Orer (Days).
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