
 
 
 

 

 

February 14, 2016 

 

The Honorable Benjamin Cardin 

509 Hart Senate Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

The Honorable John McCain 

218 Russell Senate Office Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

The Honorable Richard Durbin 

711 Hart Senate Building 

Washington, D.C. 20510 

 

Dear Senators Cardin, McCain, and Durbin, 

 

 On behalf of The Committee for the Defense of Democracy - KOD Polonia USA, we write to 

express our appreciation for your joint letter dated February 10, 2016 to the Prime Minister of Poland, Beata 

Szydło.  KOD Polonia USA is the U.S. affiliate of the Komitet Obrony Demokracji (“KOD”), the leading 

Polish civic group opposing the ongoing attacks on democratic institutions and civil society in Poland.  We 

are a non-partisan group comprising individuals of all backgrounds, lifestyles, and political orientations, 

united in our opposition to the drastically anti-democratic course of conduct by Prime Minister Szydło’s 

government since taking power in November 2015, some of which are described in your February 10, 2016 

letter. 

 

 As you know, Poland is a country with longstanding historical ties to the United States.  Poland 

and the United States were the first countries in the world to adopt modern democratic constitutions in the 

18th century.  The United States and its Polish-American community were crucial pillars of support in the 

Polish people’s fight to restore democracy after decades of externally-imposed communist rule.  Until 

recently, Poland was rightly heralded as a model of functioning democracy and vibrant civil society in a 

post-communist country.  One sign of that success was Poland’s integration into the NATO alliance, 

representing yet another bond in Poland’s historical alliance with the United States. 

  

 In the course of a few short months, sadly, the story of Poland has changed from one of dynamic 

growth and optimism to a seemingly endless series of attacks on the core institutions of democracy.  Since 

gaining control of the executive and legislative branches of the Polish government, the ruling Law and 

Justice (PiS) party has attempted to silence or cripple any social institutions capable of opposing its drastic 
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legislative agenda.  As your letter to Prime Minister Szydło noted, PiS has passed legislation purporting to 

restructure the Constitutional Tribunal (Poland’s equivalent of our Supreme Court) to prevent it from ruling 

on the constitutionality of legislation – precisely the form of judicial review that guarantees a meaningful 

separation of powers in a democratic system of checks and balances.  The PiS government as well as PiS 

supported President have also acted in direct defiance of binding rulings of the Constitutional Tribunal on 

multiple occasions since taking power in November 2015.  By disregarding and attempting to handcuff a 

co-equal branch of Poland’s constitutional order, the current government has taken a hard line against one 

of the fundamental tenets of democratic government. 

  

 Freedom of the press is another fundamental pillar of democracy.  As you noted in your letter, the 

Polish government has moved to eliminate the independence of Poland’s vital public media by placing 

public television, radio broadcasters, and news agencies under the direct political control of the government.  

It is not just the formal imposition of control that is problematic, for this change in “management structure” 

was immediately followed by the sacking of directors of the public television, radio and new agencies as 

well as other prominent journalists and media personalities, and their replacement by individuals deemed 

more supportive of the current government’s policies.  At this point there can be no doubt that the intent of 

the new media legislation is to muzzle the press.  As the deputy leader of Prime Minister Szydło’s party, 

Ryszard Terlecki, publicly stated on December 29, 2015: “If the media imagine they’re going to take up 

Polish people’s time with criticism of our reforms, then it’s time to put a stop to that.”   

  

 While the attack on the Constitutional Tribunal and the muzzling of public media were the focus 

of your letter, the Polish government has also undertaken further troubling “reforms” that threaten civil 

liberties and the viability of multi-party democracy in Poland.  New legislation has abolished the procedural 

safeguards and professional qualification requirements that were designed to safeguard the nation’s civil 

service from political control, allowing the government to directly appoint directors of public enterprises 

and substitute political affiliation for qualifications in tens of thousands of government jobs to create a 

massive patronage army and enforce political discipline.  New law enforcement legislation grants sweeping 

data collection and surveillance powers to the government and merges the formerly independent office of 

the Attorney General into the party-controlled Ministry of Justice, portending politically-motivated 

investigations and prosecutions with no independent oversight.  It is little surprise, then, that one of the 

government’s other priority policies has been to de-fund the office of Poland’s human rights ombudsman.   

 

 The cumulative effect of these changes is that Poland, once a poster child for democratic 

transformation, is poised to transition into: a democracy in name only.  Meanwhile, as demonstrated by 

Prime Minister Szydło’s February 14, 2016 response to your letter, the Polish government has no 

substantive responses to the charges of its own citizens, international bodies, human rights watchdogs, and 

others raising concerns with its actions.  Instead, Ms. Szydło expresses “surprise” at your letter and 

dismisses your concerns as a “lack of accurate information” about recent events.  She criticizes your letter  
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for its “many factual errors” (without identifying them) and facilely expresses “wonder” that an “internal 

political dispute” could lead to “attempts to interfere by politicians from other countries.” 

 

 This evasive, defensive response is, unfortunately, characteristic of the current Polish regime.  

Rather than engaging the merits of questions about its troubling course of conduct over the past three 

months, they engage in Orwellian doublespeak regarding the facts and impugn the motives of the 

questioners.  Meanwhile, the tightening of the noose around Poland’s democratic institutions and civic 

freedoms continues unabated, threatening the vitality and stability of a key U.S. ally. 

 

 On behalf of The Committee for the Defense of Democracy - KOD Polonia USA and those in the 

Polish-American community who value both the American and the Polish traditions of democracy and 

freedom, we urge you to continue to press the Polish government for meaningful responses to your 

concerns.  In the meantime, we ask that you encourage the government of the United States to make the 

question of Poland’s democratic institutions and norms a cornerstone in all discussions and negotiations 

with the Republic of Poland going forward until such times as those concerns are addressed.  In this way, 

the United States can continue to play its historic role as a friend of the Polish people and Polish democracy 

while promoting the long-term health and well-being of its ally, the Republic of Poland. 

             

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

_______________________ 

Peter Jan Wlodarczyk 

President 

 

 

_______________________ 

Tom Kokocinski 

Vice President 

 

 

_______________________ 

Andre Hryn 

Treasurer 

 

 

_______________________ 

Kinga Kosmala 

Secretary 

 

 

_______________________ 

Jonathan Lahn 

Director 

 

 

 

 


