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By GARRY KASPAROV

The first meeting of the loftily named U.S.-Russia Bilateral Presidential Commission's Civil
Society Working Group took place in Washington, D.C., on Jan. 27. Russian presidential first
deputy Vladislav Surkov is the group's co-chair—despite a letter of protest signed by 71 GOP
members of the U.S. Congress pointing out that Mr. Surkov is "one of the masterminds
behind Russia's authoritarian course."

The letter urged President Obama (in vain, as it turned out) to boycott the meetings until Mr.
Surkov was replaced, perhaps by someone who hasn't spent his career actively destroying the
sort of civil society this working group is intended to promote. The group's American co-chair,
Michael McFaul, National Security Council senior director for Russian affairs and a strong
critic of Putinism in the past, said afterward that "maybe there was a time . . . when we could
tell other countries what to do all the time." But failing to try is the only guarantee of failure.

One potentially awkward part of the D.C. meeting involved a presentation by the head of
Transparency International, the corruption watchdog that on its latest list ranks Russia as No.
146 of 180 nations, between Kenya and Sierra Leone, and by far the lowest of the leading
industrialized nations. But Mr. Surkov and his Kremlin allies feel no embarrassment,
responding that the accusations were part of "negative stereotypes" and adding that the group
would "try to avoid issues where we are unlikely to reach an agreement."

Mr. Obama's speech in Russia last July raised expectations that his administration would look
at the Kremlin's record of brutality at home and transgressions abroad and attempt to ally itself
with the beleaguered Russian people. He said, "governments which serve their own people
survive and thrive; governments which serve only their own power do not." Instead of lines in
the sand we have had words in the air, with dozens of these commissions established on the
American president's initiative, each more pathetic than the last. This one on civil society is
simply insulting.

Prime Minister Vladimir Putin's functionaries are happy to pass the time in the world's capitals
being treated as equals instead of being berated for rigging elections and shamed for the
growing list of dead Russian opposition figures. But why should the U.S. provide credentials of
legitimacy and good faith to such people?

Last week, an advisory panel set up by Russian President Dmitry Medvedev released a report
full of liberalization ideas, from returning to the election of regional governors to the
employment of a multiparty framework and even eventual membership in the European Union.
Yet the institute's head, Igor Yurgens, admitted in an interview on Gazeta.ru that in the end
Mr. Putin will "make any decision he likes." He also said "free elections are impossible today
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Mr. Putin will "make any decision he likes." He also said "free elections are impossible today
because the Russian population is politically ignorant, passive, and dislikes democracy," and
therefore "Mr. Putin and Mr. Medvedev should decide" who is to be president.

The U.S. is taking a weak approach to problems other than Russia—specifically, Iran,
homeland security and the economy.

Nearly every day brings news of Iran's nuclear progress. The American response is always
the same. The White House repeatedly makes statements about how "unacceptable" Iran's
actions are and threatens sanctions it knows will not pass—thanks to China and Russia—and
would not deter Iran's nuclear programs even were they to pass.

On homeland security, one maniac with explosive powder down his pants has become the
mouse that roared, sending the bureaucrats and politicians into a frenzy. More charades.
Travel delays are up, security costs rise by billions of dollars, and we're told that the attack
was a failure? Not by the measure of total war, including economic war, that the terrorists
have declared on the civilized world.

It's plain politics to make people feel safe instead of doing what's required to make them safer,
and to admit that they can never be completely safe on an airplane or anywhere else. Instead
of a profiling system in which 10% of the highest-risk passengers get 90% of the attention,
we have a political-correctness culture that gives priority to protecting feelings instead of lives.

It is easier for a terror group to obtain a surface-to-air missile and blow a jetliner from the sky
than to perform the attempted detonations we have witnessed recently. So why aren't such
attacks common? A missile might kill hundreds, but it is a poor terror plot simply because
there is so little that can be done about it. Antimissile systems would be installed—effective or
not—and the self-inflicted economic impact would be negligible. One failed suicide bomber,
on the other hand, and institutional paranoia and political grandstanding do the rest.

Massive U.S. borrowing, and the false sense of liquidity it produces, is currently all that is
supporting large swaths of the debt-ridden Russian economy by providing cheap credit to the
overextended oligarchs. Mr. Putin's cronies and other leaders sitting on failed economies
benefit as America continues to move from Keynesian to Ponzian economics, desperate to
postpone the inevitable reckoning. Runaway inflation in the U.S. is being put off because
dollars are making their way out of the country—not by creating jobs or industry, but by
boosting gains in the speculative stock and currency markets.

The Obama administration seems to be engaged in an endless campaign to make people
believe these problems can and will be solved eventually instead of taking the tough steps
required to solve them. It is true that doing what must be done can be a thankless task and
that telling the truth does not always poll well. But promises are for candidates. Fulfilling
promises is for leaders.

Mr. Kasparov, leader of The United Civil Front in Russia, is a contributing editor of The Wall
Street Journal.
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