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In the early 1970s, the economic consequences of European Community (EC) policies
forced the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) to devise its trade policy
vis-à-vis the outside world. With the implementation of its Common Commercial
Policy, the EC was about to change the rules and conduct of its foreign trade. The East –
West trade boom that took off in the 1960s had created significant commercial links,
and substantial dependencies, across the Iron Curtain. The smaller members of the
CMEA began to advocate an opening up towards the EC due to their fears of worsening
trade prospects caused by the new EC policies. After reconsideration of its allies’
commercial needs, the Soviet leadership was pressured to change its mind in favour of
a common approach vis-à-vis the EC. This article follows the debate within the CMEA
Executive Committee on the socialist countries’ dependency on the Western market
and on the advisability of opening up to the global market. It relies on official CMEA
documents as well as Soviet and German Democratic Republic (GDR) policy-making
documents. This article analyses the process of socialist integration in connection with
the simultaneous developments taking place in their Western European counterparts,
and thereby fills a gap in the historiography of Europe in the Cold War.
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Introduction
At the turn of the 1970s, the socialist countries could not but acknowledge that the growth
in East –West trade from the early 1960s onwards had established substantial links and
commitments across the Iron Curtain that had led to dependency on Western markets. The
depth of this dependency was painfully revealed when the socialist countries’ major trade
partners in the European Community (EC) changed the rules and conduct of trade.
In 1970, the EC began to implement its Common Commercial Policy (CCP), which would
transfer authority in the field of foreign-trade policy from the member states to the
Community. This meant that the socialist countries would no longer be able to negotiate
customs duties and other protective measures on a bilateral basis with Western states, and
to exploit the competition among them.1 This article analyses how the socialist countries
reacted to the EC progress as its CCP threatened their trade relations with Western Europe
and access to the EC market.
Under Soviet leadership, the socialist countries had for ideological and political
reasons refused to establish official relations with the EC; the same was required of the
bloc’s economic organisation, the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA).
As the EC was about to take charge of its members’ trade policy, the policy of nonrecognition threatened to block new and vital trade agreements with Western Europe.
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In order to avoid such a scenario the CMEA and its member states had to reconsider their
positions and come up with a new policy line.
As a way to counteract EC progress, in 1970 the CMEA began to formulate a common
policy towards the Community. The task did not prove easy, though. The initial Soviet
stand was that the CMEA and its members should avoid all contacts with the EC and find
ways to diminish dependency on the West through increased intra-bloc trade. On the
contrary, the foreign-trade dependent CMEA states, Hungary in particular, promoted more
openness and increased contacts with non-socialist countries. They advocated a policy
change vis-à-vis the EC due to their fears of worsening trade prospects. Particularly vocal
was Romania, whose CMEA policy was to use economic co-operation to catch up and
facilitate rapid industrialisation, and especially to develop industries that produced goods
for export.2 However, this could never be done at the expense of its sovereignty: as early as
1960, Romania began objecting to bloc-level plans for a division of labour within the
CMEA because they were contrary to its interests.3
The complex and long negotiations within the CMEA eventually led to a common
position in favour of arranging relations with the EC through an organisation-toorganisation agreement. This article argues that this agreed CMEA policy was the result of
two main forces. First of all, in order to protect their trade interests, the European members
of the CMEA established an effective, albeit unofficial, interest group that pushed the
CMEA to formulate a policy vis-à-vis the EC. Secondly, due to this pressure from its allies
and after having considered their trade interests, the Soviet leadership decided to change
its mind on the issue. By early 1972, the Soviet Union had become an advocate of a CMEA
opening up towards the EC.
This study adds to the growing literature that seeks to question the totalitarian view of
the socialist bloc that has depicted the Soviet Union as an unquestioned hegemon vis-à-vis
its allies.4 Prior studies have already made the argument that the East European countries
enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy in international relations. Arguably, there existed
room to manoeuvre within both the Warsaw Pact and the CMEA, and archival-material
based analyses reveal the pro-active role of the Soviet allies.5
As archives of former socialist countries have become at least partially accessible6, it
is now possible to investigate CMEA history by making use of archival evidence from the
member states and the organisation.7 In fact, as researchers did not have access to
materials on the decision-making process of the CMEA, their analyses were based on
clues, hints and assumptions on what was going on behind the scenes in the CMEA, which
strictly adhered to the line of keeping foreign-policy matters top secret. These recently
declassified documents reveal the existence of controversies within the socialist bloc that
were largely kept behind closed doors during the Cold War.
This article discusses CMEA history from a point of view that prior literature has
neglected to analyse: it shows how the member states were able to influence the CMEA
decision-making process. Most previous studies that address the CMEA have regarded it
as an economic organisation which did not discuss foreign-policy issues.8 The relatively
few studies in the post-Cold War period that address the CMEA, and the even fewer
studies that use materials from the CMEA archive, have analysed the CMEA within the
socialist bloc framework, overlooking or ignoring altogether the influences coming from
outside the bloc, such as the EC.9 Indeed, foreign policy was a field that did not belong to
CMEA competences. Moreover, it was not even a competent counterpart to the EC in trade
negotiations, as it did not have independent decision-making powers. It was the Cold War
political setting that put the two against one another at the turn of the 1970s: the political
leadership of the socialist bloc needed to have an organisation that would check the
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growing strength and competence in international – and particularly European – politics
that the EC aspired to. The political competition of the Cold War placed the CMEA as a
counterpart to the EC even though its powers, competences, as well as raison d’être
differed significantly from those of the EC.
The article analyses CMEA policy towards the EC as part of the broader problem of
economic competition between the socialist and capitalist systems during the Cold War.
The conduct of trade and commercial relations across the European continent – as for
instance the negotiations on the Helsinki Final Act show – cannot be separated from the
context of the East –West rivalry.10 CMEA – EC relations also have to be seen in the
context of détente that the Soviet Union, and especially its leader Leonid Brezhnev, were
promoting at the turn of the 1970s.11 Soviet détente meant that the opening up towards the
West was preceded and accompanied by the tightening of bloc cohesion.12 By putting the
focus on the CMEA this article adds to our knowledge of the European Cold War and
shows that the study of the Eastern integration process may contribute to achieving a more
comprehensive historiography of European integration, which has long and predominantly
been focused on the study of the Western Community.
The EC goes on the agenda of the CMEA
Towards the close of the 1960s, the socialist countries started to analyse the effects of the
protectionist measures the EC was about to implement. The CMEA Executive Committee
first addressed the question of the EC Common Commercial Policy at its January 1969
meeting. The representatives of the member states shared their views on the problems that
would be created by the increase in the EC competences, authority and foreign-policy
activity and discussed how to proceed.13
The Soviet representative, Mikhail Lesechko, outlined the Soviet position as follows:
the CMEA should continue its policy of non-recognition that guaranteed that neither the
CMEA nor its member states would give diplomatic recognition to the EC or sign any
trade agreements with it as a whole. To counter the CCP, they needed to find a new way to
continue trade relations with individual EC members on a bilateral level. The GDR
representative, Gerhard Weiss, concurred with Lesechko: although the measures the EC
was about to implement would cause severe harm, the CMEA members had to recognise
that giving diplomatic recognition to the EC had political repercussions that would not be
compensated by any economic concessions the EC might grant them. It was therefore
imperative that they find a way to protect their interests vis-à-vis the EC’s planned
policies.14
Lesechko urged for intra-CMEA co-operation and emphasised the need for strict coordination of actions to prohibit contacts towards the EC. In the Soviet view, the CMEA
should be granted powers to force the member countries to reduce their import dependency
on the EC market. The CMEA should re-organise the production of machines, equipment,
different manufactured goods and semi-manufactured products, which for the time being
were imported from the EC countries. Furthermore, the CMEA states should expand their
mutual trade, especially concerning those products that some members brought from the
EC market even though their allies produced similar products. The Executive Committee
January meeting adopted the Soviet position that the CMEA would not give diplomatic
recognition to the EC or sign any trade agreements with the EC as a whole. The only
country that did not adopt this position was Romania.15
Although Romania had already defied Soviet plans on a division of labour within
the bloc at the start of the decade16, it had tactically decided not to withdraw from
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CMEA co-operation altogether because it wanted to secure its opportunity to participate
in some of the measures that the CMEA integration plans envisioned. The January 1969
Executive Committee discussions showed that there was a prospect of CMEA cooperation turning towards supra-nationality. Romania objected to the decision since it
wanted to preserve its sovereignty in economic decision-making, which would have
been dramatically reduced by such bloc-level commitment. According to CMEA
decision-making rules, the other members could have moved forward without
Romanian participation. However, the question at hand was a high-level foreign-policy
issue and in the Cold War context the Soviet Union did not wish to break at least the
fac ade of unity. The meeting ended undecided, and more discussions were deemed
necessary.
At this stage the Executive Committee was concerned with technicalities and
procedures, i.e. whether the member countries should start discussing the possibility of a
co-ordinated CMEA foreign-trade policy. When the organisation had been established in
1949, it had not taken a stand on the members’ relations with the outside world. The
CMEA Charter adopted in 1962 also did not contain any provisions on a common trade
policy.
It is noteworthy that although the impulse for the CMEA debate did partly originate
from the acknowledgement of developments in the EC, the CMEA was at this point
discussing a common trade policy in general, and not one targeted solely on the EC.
Ultimately, the discussion did not get very far during the January 1969 meeting or the next
few that followed. It is also worth pointing out that at this stage particularly the Soviet
Union and GDR did not consider that the EC progress posed such a challenge that they
would need to reconsider the policy of non-recognition.
Hungary’s appeal for contacts with the outside world
The EC was not only consolidating its members’ trade policies; it was negotiating the
entry of new members, i.e. the United Kingdom, Ireland, Denmark and Norway. As had
been agreed at The Hague Summit in December 1969, the EC embarked on an integration
path that would enlarge the Community, deepen its members’ policy co-ordination and
make it a more powerful actor that could speak with a single voice in international
politics.17 The envisaged implementation of the CCP would therefore also apply to new
member states with which CMEA countries would no longer be able to negotiate trade
agreements directly. In other words, the enlargement of the EC further narrowed CMEA
countries’ foreign-trade options.
By December 1970, EC progress had already alarmed those countries whose trade
relations the CCP threatened the most. Hungary started to feel insecure about worsening
trade scenarios with EC members and pleaded that the CMEA take action to protect its
members’ trade interests. Hungary demanded that the CMEA take a stand on relations
with the outside world and formulate a policy towards the developing countries, the
capitalist countries and their international organisations. Thanks to Hungary’s request,
the CMEA needed to start tackling a difficult, and urgent, new issue.18
At the time, CMEA members were negotiating their integration programme, the
Comprehensive Programme, which was to be their policy line for the next two decades.19
Hungary’s fundamental concern was that it might be used as a way to prohibit the
members’ contacts with third parties and to limit co-operation and trade ties only to
countries of the same socio-economic and political order. Both provisions would run
against Hungary’s well-established policy of trade and co-operation beyond the socialist
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bloc.20 At the December 1970 Executive Committee meeting Hungary sought to convince
its partners that a common policy towards the outside world was in the interest of the entire
bloc. As its representative, Péter Vályi, put it:
The goal of socialist integration cannot be to diminish contacts with the outside world. On the
contrary, one of the goals of integration should be to strengthen the position of the community
of the CMEA countries in the world economy.21

Hungary wanted a common policy which would give it the right to choose which
countries to trade with, but the Hungarian government was not bold enough to ask for it –
with the events of 1956 still fresh in the national memory. To break from the acceptable
line might have negative repercussions such as trade sanctions. Therefore individual
CMEA members had the choice either to do it anyway – Romania-style – without
consulting the Soviet Union and hope that they would not be reprimanded or, to do as
Hungary did – to try to gain the acceptance in a multilateral forum, and so in a way change
the rules of the game.
The dichotomy of the small CMEA members was this: if they negotiated alone against
the EC they would be very weak and they knew it. If they had the backing of the Soviet
Union, the CMEA – and thus its members – would be stronger. One the one hand, they
had to accept that the Soviet Union would have more control; on the other hand, they could
at the same time hope to affect Soviet policy choices. The question was: could they trust
that intra-bloc interdependencies were so strong as to allow the allies to influence Soviet
decisions?
The Soviet Union urges co-ordination and control
In April 1971, the Executive Committee continued its debate. The Romanian
representative started the meeting by presenting his objection to discussing a common
foreign policy altogether. Romania wanted the Comprehensive Programme to state clearly
that the national interests of the CMEA countries should take precedence over common
interests. The Programme was to be deprived of any political significance and indications
that the CMEA members were committed to acting in unity. After having presented its
objection, Romania did not participate in the discussion.22
The Soviet, GDR, Bulgarian, Mongolian and Czechoslovak position was that they
should at this point just explore whether co-ordinating a common policy was at all
possible. None of these countries thought that the issue was urgent. Hungary’s stand –
which was shared by Poland – was that because the issue of relations with the EC was a
pressing topic, the CMEA had to look into practical questions related to the establishment
of contacts. Both countries pressed for a quick resolution, but with views differing so much
on how to proceed, the Executive Committee was not able to decide anything on the
topic.23
The Soviet Union was left to manage this impasse. To make an accurate assessment of
the situation, in July 1971 the Soviet Council of Ministers ordered a policy paper from a
think-tank of the Academy of Sciences, the Institute of the Economy of the World Socialist
System (IEMSS), on the subject of the economic relations of the CMEA states with
industrialised capitalist West European countries.24
The report began by acknowledging that relations with the West had in recent years
been growing rapidly and to the advantage of the CMEA countries. They nonetheless
brought many problems, and the report pointed to a threat scenario: all CMEA states
continued to have difficulties in increasing exports to the West because there were
problems in their resourcing and competitiveness:
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The process of deepening and enlarging the EC has raised serious concerns in recent years. In
the near future the EC will apparently be joined by the UK and a number of other European
countries. This will help the ‘Common Market’ leaders to tempt other countries to join the
bloc. It cannot be ruled out that the CMEA countries will possibly have to deal with a new type
of economic superpower.25

The report mentioned that Bulgaria and Mongolia had been pressing for measures to
support the exporters of agricultural products. They had even referred to the progress made
in the EC on this issue, referring to its agricultural policies. Mongolia supported Bulgaria’s
proposal on the unification of intra-CMEA pricing for agricultural products. Bulgaria
proposed that prices should be raised to the same levels as in the industrialised capitalist
countries with similar production capabilities. Furthermore, those CMEA countries that
generated a surplus in their exports should put the revenues in a fund that would give
subsidies to the poorer states. Meanwhile, Hungary still kept on pushing the question of
relations between the CMEA states and the EC onto the CMEA agenda. Its starting point
was that it was crucial for the CMEA to get involved with the EC, since in the long run, all
West European countries would eventually join the Community.26
The IEMSS report concluded that in principle, most CMEA member states agreed that
their policies should be based on political calculations, that is, concentrating on intra-bloc
trade and reducing trade dependency on the capitalist market. However, since CMEA
trade was not satisfying their demand for modern machinery and technology, trade with
the West was seen as imperative. The trade-dependent countries had come to realise that
they had to protect their economic interests and they needed the CMEA to formulate a
trade policy which would counter the policies that the EC was planning to implement.27
According to Soviet analyses, the CMEA countries had to work out a common strategy
and analyse all possible means and necessary measures to face this new actor in
international affairs. In the summer of 1971, the Soviet policy analysts no longer ruled out
the possibility of formulating a policy on contacts with the EC. The Soviet solution to the
problem that the EC posed was to tighten control and co-ordination of its allies’ relations
to the West.

Hungary’s second appeal
Unsatisfied with the pace of CMEA discussions on relations with the EC, Hungary decided
to take action again. In October 1971, it sent a new appeal to the CMEA Secretariat
requesting that the Executive Committee start a discussion on its new report entitled ‘The
Effects of the Planned Enlargement of the EC on the CMEA Member States’ Foreign
Trade’.28 This was the first time that the CMEA was asked to put the formulation of
relations with the EC on its agenda. Arguably, the proposal can be seen as Hungary’s
continuation of its policy line advocating openness towards the European Community.
The Hungarian report argued that as an effect of the Common Commercial Policy,
East – West trade would collapse. The internal division of labour within the EC would
quickly develop and lead to a change in the rules of international trade. The socialist
countries would be left outside of the EC preferential treatment, and by the end of 1974, the
European capitalist countries would implement their discriminatory quantitative
restrictions, such as customs duties, against the CMEA countries’ exports. As the UK
and Denmark were about to join the Common Market, the exporters of agricultural products,
who had traditionally traded with these European Free Trade Association (EFTA) countries
would be hit relatively harder. With some 45% of Hungary’s exports to the capitalist
countries consisting of agricultural products, the size of the problem was indeed huge.29
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Bilateral agreements with the EC countries were valid until the end of 1974, and there
was uncertainty about what would happen after that. One negative development was
certain: the implementation of the CCP and the enlargement of the Community would
eliminate the possibility of playing the members of the two West European economic
organisations – the EC and EFTA – off each other.30
At Hungary’s request, the CMEA Executive Committee continued its discussion on
CMEA trade relations with the outside world in October 1971. Czechoslovak
representative František Hamouz pointed out that the CMEA had already in prior
meetings made decisions regarding the co-ordination of policy vis-à-vis the EC.
He complained that the CMEA organs were implementing them too slowly. The
Hungarian representative, Vályi, was likewise discontent with the efforts of the CMEA in
dealing with the question. He pointed out that the issue raised complex foreign political,
juridical, material, financial and other questions, that had to be solved in close connection
with one another. These questions, Hungary demanded, should now be tackled within the
CMEA, but more efficiently than before.31
According to Poland’s representative, Mieczysław Jagielski, the leading circles of the
EC took it as a fact that from 1973 onwards the EC Commission would be in charge of
signing trade agreements with the socialist countries. He underlined that the EC was
willing to use its economic leverage to achieve political purposes. The EC leaders had
stated that they were ready to lower customs duties on imports from the CMEA countries
– particularly agricultural products and those of light industry – by approximately 20% if
the CMEA countries acknowledged the EC politically and were willing to negotiate with
the EC Commission.32
The Soviet representative, Lesechko, sought support for the Soviet policy of nonrecognition. He tried to convince his partners that the threat of the EC trade policy was not
as grave as previously thought and that the EC pressure to sign agreements only with the
Commission was not as severe as sometimes portrayed. The CMEA still had time to
conduct a detailed study of the advantages and disadvantages of establishing official
relations. Lesechko was confident that the results would show that there would be no real
benefit for the CMEA members.33
The discussion took an entirely new direction with a proposal by Romania, which now
urged the CMEA Secretariat to establish official contacts with the EC. Whereas it had
previously even refused to discuss the matter and objected to any common measures to be
implemented by CMEA organs, Romania now demanded that the organisation be given
powers to do exactly that. Yet Romania’s fundamental interest in preserving its
sovereignty had not changed: it pleaded that each CMEA member state be allowed to
establish bilateral relations with the EC. Romania rationalised this proposal by citing the
economic harm caused by EC policies, particularly the customs duties and tariff
discrimination.34
It was evident that the CMEA member states regarded relations with the EC as a highlevel foreign-policy issue, which had to be decided on political grounds. Since there were
differing views on what these political interests should be, more consultations were
required.
However, at the beginning of 1972, the allies were informed that the Soviet leadership
had had a change of heart. In the lead-up to the January 1972 Executive Committee
meeting, GDR representative Gerhard Weiss found out about the new Soviet position: the
Soviet leadership had started to understand that its allies needed to secure their trade with
EC countries and that contacts to the EC could not be banned altogether. More
substantially, and surprisingly, the Soviet leadership had given its consent to the CMEA to
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begin talks on whether to contact the EC. The Soviet authorities made no effort to hide that
this was a major concession on their part and that they wanted to secure more control over
the next steps. They required a full investigation into the advisability of establishing any
contact with the EC.35 The explanations given by Soviet authorities show that the Soviet
leadership had been brought to modify its stance due to the pressure coming from their
allies.
At the same time the Soviet leadership started to lose its patience with CMEA
ineffectiveness. Communist Party (CPSU) leader Leonid Brezhnev had already in the
spring of 1971 complained about the slow progress in CMEA policy-making.36 After yet
another indecisive Executive Committee meeting in February 1972, the Soviet leadership
decided to take the issue to the highest level of bloc decision-making: the Warsaw Pact
Political Consultative Committee (PCC).37
In its February 1972 meeting, the PCC decided to order the CMEA Executive
Committee to finalise the formulation of a common position regarding relations with the
EC, a task the CMEA had been struggling to achieve for the past three years. By the decree
of the PCC, the policy paper was to be presented to the Warsaw Pact before summer.38 The
political leaders laid down the timetable according which the CMEA was to conclude its
work. By the decree of the PCC, work had to be finished within a few months.
Opening up towards Brussels – but on whose terms?
The CMEA Executive Committee had an intensive debate in April 1972 during which all
representatives presented their national policy lines in order to influence the outcome of
the EC policy, the immediate conclusion of which had been decreed by the Warsaw Pact.39
The Soviet representative, Lesechko, once again stressed the Soviet policy line that
relations with the EC were an important political question that could not be solved without
considering the foreign policy of the entire socialist bloc. The question had to be handled
in a way that would consolidate the socialist community. They had to strengthen the coordination of their measures vis-à-vis the EC, for separate actions would bring harm and
weaken their positions. This meant that no initiatives that could lead to official recognition
of the EC were to follow.40
Lesechko sought to convince his partners of the beneficial aspects of a common policy
towards the EC. He pointed out that despite their proclaimed common trade policy, all EC
members were in fact interested in trade with the CMEA states. The socialist countries had
been able to take advantage of this fact and to continue trade bilaterally. He also
emphasised the problems the United States had had in trade negotiations with the EC.
It was unlikely that small, individual CMEA states would fare any better against it. And
yet trade with the West was inescapable. Lesechko further noted that they had critical
domestic problems to solve that were not dependent on the establishment of contacts with
the EC. The CMEA states still did not produce enough modern technology and equipment
to satisfy the demand. Therefore, they were dependent on the capitalist world, whether
they liked it or not.41
Romania kept on advocating a more liberal policy than the other countries. To avoid
further damages to socialist economies, the Secretariat was to be asked to establish
contacts with EC organs in order to develop relations between member states, to abolish
obstacles to trade, and to negotiate customs preferences for the CMEA countries as well as
concessions for the export of agricultural products into the Common Market. Similarly,
every CMEA country should establish official contacts with the EC, whether doing so
independently or after collective agreement.42
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The discussions within the Executive Committee in late spring 1972 show that the
CMEA had started to deal with the EC challenge seriously, due to the anxieties generated
by the imminent implementation of the CCP. The lobbying of the foreign-trade-oriented
member states with a vested interest in concluding a common CMEA trade policy in
regard to the EC had been effective. But since the beginning of 1972 that lobby had been
neutralised politically by the Soviet Union, and Hungary and Poland were now working
together with the superpower towards the same goal: unity and coherence. The only
member of the CMEA that still would not fall into line was Romania.
The majority position minus Romania
It seems that all the countries, despite their particular preconditions, were in favour of
contacting the EC. Within a few months the agenda of CMEA policy-making had shifted
significantly: if in January 1972 the main question had still been whether to include
relations with the EC on the agenda, in late spring the question was already about how
these relations should be conducted in practice.
Indeed, after the April meeting, the CMEA Secretariat worked to finalise the CMEA’s
EC policy. The representatives of Bulgaria, Hungary, the GDR, Mongolia, Poland and
Czechoslovakia together with the Soviet Union agreed on their policy towards the EC in a
document titled ‘Ground Rules for the Actions of CMEA Countries Towards the EEC’,
which was finalised at the end of May 1972.43 The only exception to the declared
unanimous position was Romania, which continued to advocate the right to approach the
EC individually.44
The starting point of the majority position was that the CMEA countries did not ignore
the EC and followed its progress with great interest. Future relations would depend on
whether the EC members would recognise the interests of the CMEA countries. The EC
Commission had so far been trying to implement measures that would bring the Common
Commercial Policy into force and at the same time increase discrimination against the
socialist countries. The EC should be brought to abide by the most-favoured-nation rules,
so that it would not treat the CMEA countries worse than other non-members.45
The ‘Ground Rules’ emphasised that many individual EC member states were in fact
against Community-wide measures. The document also stated that the reason why the EC
had not been able to start implementing its CCP was related to the co-ordinated policy of
the CMEA countries, especially their policy of non-recognition and their decision to
continue long-term bilateral trade agreements with individual EC countries. The CMEA
member states needed to continue this policy and to use the contradictions between EC
countries, as well as their interest in enhancing Eastern trade, to try to diminish or abolish
specific discriminations. The report also emphasised that the EC organs did not hold
authority in the field of economic and scientific-technical co-operation, as national
governments decided on these matters.
The ‘Ground Rules’ concluded with proposing a series of measures for the CMEA and
its members to take: increase the export of finished products; improve co-ordination to
increase trade; seek contacts with individual Western firms and corporations in the field of
scientific-technical co-operation; co-ordinate national plans; and co-ordinate import needs
in machinery and equipment to ensure that only the necessary items were imported from
the West. To achieve the latter, each country should give the Secretariat detailed
information on their imports, which would then help co-ordinate a bloc-level programme
for imports. In order to implement the outlined measures, all CMEA members should
enhance discipline in fulfilling the plans. It was noted that the CMEA decisions were to be
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considered as obligations. In connection with this point, the paper concluded by pointing
to the need to revise the CMEA statute so that the organisation would be empowered to
take binding decisions on the above-mentioned measures.46

The Romanian independent way
In its national paper, Romania agreed to several of the points that the other countries had
made, such as acknowledging EC trade discrimination against the CMEA countries.
However, it was not willing to abide by measures which it saw as limiting its room for
independent policy-making. More simply, any measure that had a binding character, such
as the tight co-ordination of consultations, was unacceptable to Bucharest. And yet
Romania advocated an active CMEA trade policy as a means to continue trade in the new
situation created by the progress of the EC. Any delay in decision-making concerning
relations with the EC would bring more negative results. According to its trade statistics,
in 1970 about one-third of Romanian exports to EC countries were agricultural products.
The impending enlargement would affect its exports considerably.47
Romania demanded that the CMEA Secretariat be authorised to establish contacts with
EC organs in order to try to abolish obstacles and discrimination and to promote trade.
It also requested that each member state be allowed to establish official relations with the
EC. Contacts between the CMEA and the EC were to be of a commercial character and to
advance bilateral relations between the member states. Romania justified its position by
economic necessity. CMEA countries had different interests vis-à-vis the EC and thus each
needed separate contacts with EC members to find the way to improve trade and lower
customs. In sum, Romania was still obstinately pleading for the CMEA to make its move
quickly, while simultaneously allowing the members to establish their own contacts.48
Because of Romanian dissent, the CMEA was still unable to formulate a common
policy towards the EC. The July 1972 CMEA Session was supposed to adopt the
organisation’s policy towards the EC; rather, it failed even to put the topic on its agenda.
As news about the internal deliberations on adopting the EC policy did not leak to the
public, Western observers of CMEA integration have been long unable to find out what the
Session had decided in terms of relations with the West.49 In actuality, since the topic had
been withdrawn from the agenda there was not much to find out. Newly released
documents help to explain the reasons for the CMEA failure to decide anything on
the topic.

The Soviet leadership revises its tactics
The CMEA was still faltering in its policy formulation towards the EC, and the Soviet
leadership felt it had to take charge of revising the CMEA tactics.
A policy paper by the IEMSS was sent to the Soviet CMEA representative in early
September 1972. It was an analysis of the tactics to be used vis-à-vis the EC. The paper
began by admitting that the policy of non-contact between the CMEA and the EC was
creating problems for the socialist bloc. As a solution to the problem, it strongly
recommended establishing contacts between the two organisations and outlined two
possible approaches for how relations could be pursued. One option was to continue with
initiatives towards the EC organs aimed at establishing working relations between the two
organisations. The other possibility was a CMEA resolution to establish technical contacts
with the EC with the aim of regulating mutual relations. In this case, it would be expedient
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to initiate contacts through unofficial channels, for instance during the CSCE consultations
in Helsinki. Of the two possible approaches, the IEMSS favoured the second.50
In any case, the IEMSS report stated that a dialogue between the CMEA and the EC in
the near future could bring benefits to the CMEA. Firstly, it could open a channel of
influence on the EC’s decision-making in its relations with the socialist countries.
According to the Soviet analysts, although the CMEA countries accounted for a mere 6%
of the EC countries’ total exports, the current structure of the trade volume made the EC
countries dependent on the socialist markets. This would open possibilities to further
develop and deepen economic relations between the CMEA and the EC countries.
Secondly, the start of a CMEA-EC dialogue could reduce Romania’s need to reach an
agreement on its own and neutralise the negative effect of its manoeuvres on CMEA
decision-making.51
This way, the European Community could not try to pursue a policy of divide-andrule. Indeed, the report warned that the EC wanted to deal with individual CMEA
countries and not with the united organisation, because this way it could reap better results
and induce the growth of centrifugal forces within the socialist bloc. As the EC states were
formulating a common policy towards the CMEA, the latter’s members should do the
same, not least to try more effectively to influence the EC policy towards the socialist
countries.52
The IEMSS report did not hide that there would be, however, unwanted consequences
if the CMEA established relations with the EC. It would mean a de facto
acknowledgement of the new political actor and its international sphere of influence
and, consequently, it would strengthen the prestige of the EC and its Commission. Yet the
benefit outweighed the risks, and the report concluded by underlining the need to find a
common CMEA policy.53
The Soviet leadership continued to analyse the policy options for dealing with the EC.
The CPSU Central Committee received the last IEMSS policy paper of the year in advance
of the October 1972 EC Summit in Paris, where the EC was to announce its first
enlargement. The paper scrutinised its European allies’ trade interests and needs with
regard to the EC market.54
The EC countries were perceived to play a huge role in the CMEA countries’ foreign
trade: they were a significant source of new machinery and equipment, as well as the main
buyers of raw materials and industrial goods. The crucial problem, as the report outlined,
was that the EC, with the exception of inner-German trade, applied more discrimination
towards the CMEA countries than towards other non-members, in so causing economic
hardship. Polish economists had assessed that Poland received almost half of its foreign
currency from trade with the UK, for example. After the adhesion of the UK to the EC,
British imports of bacon and poultry from Poland would certainly diminish due to
implementation of the Common Agricultural Policy. Similarly, the entry of Denmark
would lead to diminishing Polish coal exports as a consequence of the application of the
rules of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).55
The report also discussed whether CMEA-EC contacts could stall the independent
actions of Romania. It estimated that the recognition of the EC would not lead to the
strengthening of CMEA unity, as Romania would still maintain its right to conduct
relations separately. The EC might even be willing to give benefits to Romania purely for
the sake of separating it from the other CMEA countries. By the same token, if the CMEA
countries recognised the EC, they would lose the possibility of conducting bilateral trade
relations with separate EC member states. The latter did have an interest in trade with the
socialist countries, particularly concerning the import of Soviet gas and oil. This created
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the possibility of influencing EC policy-making, but it also necessitated the co-ordination
of the CMEA countries’ policies. A common position would force the EC to negotiate with
the CMEA as a bloc.56
During 1972, the Soviet leadership had had to analyse thoroughly its allies’ trade
interests in the EC market to be able to measure the negative effect that the EC Common
Commercial Policy would have. More optimistic Soviet views were pinned on the hope
that the EC would not be able to complete the implementation of the CCP if the CMEA
continued to act as a bloc and refused to succumb to EC demands. However, the pressure
the EC was able to yield on the socialist bloc weighed heavily on the balance sheet.57
In the end, an opportunity presented itself to demonstrate that the Soviet leadership had
followed the IEMSS policy advice and changed its tactics. It now sought to encourage the
EC to begin a dialogue with the CMEA by stating that the latter might be interested in
opening contacts. In his speech of 21 December 1972, on the occasion of the USSR’s 50th
anniversary, the CPSU leader Brezhnev hinted at such possibility:
We think that it is also necessary to put into right order European economic and cultural
cooperation. Related to this, a question arises: can a basis be found for some kind of working
relations between the existing inter-governmental European trade and economic
organisations – the CMEA and the ‘Common Market’?

Then Brezhnev answered the question himself:
Probably yes, if the countries belonging to the Common Market restrict themselves from all
attempts to discriminate against the other party and work towards the development of natural
bilateral relations and pan-European cooperation.58

In April 1973, the Central Committee of the CPSU convened for its spring Plenum.
Brezhnev’s report on international affairs was a sober and realistic approach to the
international economic system and the socialist bloc’s position in it. It shows how far the
Soviet leadership had come from its initial position of concentrating on intra-bloc trade.
It was showing greater understanding of its allies’ situation as well as of the dependencies
that East –West trade had already created on the European continent.59
According to Brezhnev, foreign-trade relations might prove to be a means to boost
economic growth in the Soviet Union and the other CMEA states. Co-operation in the
form of so-called compensation deals might allow them to construct important projects on
the basis of foreign credits and equipment. Lastly, foreign trade could induce the
production of high-quality consumer goods. ‘We can save much time and energy if we
import the necessary equipment and if we use the experience of the world.’60
Although the capitalist countries were interested in developing relations, foreign trade
was only growing slowly and its composition was unfavourable: over half of the exports
were energy and other raw materials, whereas machinery and equipment made up only one
quarter of exports. ‘Everyone knows that it is more expedient to export the latter.
Furthermore we export our raw materials without any refinement, that is, the cheapest kind
of products. We lose a lot in this.’61
Brezhnev’s speech highlighted the need to adjust the socialist countries’ economic
policy in order to foster foreign-trade relations. The rationale for this was the socialist
countries’ growing dependency on trade with the capitalist countries.
Previously we thought that the less we engaged in the world market, the better. This thinking
has proved to be autarkic. We have to think what the world market can give to us and the
whole socialist community. We have to decide what we can produce ourselves and in which
fields we can use international cooperation. Foreign economic relations have to be understood
as a fundamental part of our economic planning.62
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Increased East –West co-operation seemingly brought both advantages and disadvantages.
On the one hand, the socialist countries were interested in expanding East – West relations
in order to strengthen their economic and technological potential to help win the
competition with the West, thus ensuring the victory of socialism in the long run. On the
other hand, they feared that the expansion of these relations would have adverse effects on
the bloc and on the socialist system itself. The Soviet leadership in particular was anxious
that the West could try to use these economic and scientific-technical relations for
weakening links among socialist bloc countries.
Opening up towards the West was a dichotomous issue: how could the Soviet
leadership portray openness in relations with the West and at the same time limit its allies’
independent actions and force them to a common position? Throughout the years of
détente, Soviet inner circles were obsessively involved in discussions, at times even in
disagreements, on what the future policy of the socialist system should be.63 By 1973, as
the CPSU Plenum discussion shows, the Soviet Union had had to admit its allies’
dependency on the capitalist market and had been forced to accept their commitment to
trading with the West.
The culmination of the CMEA reorientation vis-à-vis the EC was reached at the June
1973 Session in Prague, which authorised CMEA Secretary Nikolai Faddeev to make
unofficial approaches to representatives of the EC. He was to find out the EC’s attitude
toward establishing contacts between the organisations and the possible structure that the
contacts would have.64 Romania, which had long objected to any common approach,
joined the majority line on this initiative. Not only was this an approach that Romania
itself had been promoting in past meetings, it also did not require any legal commitments
and left Romania room for independent action.65
At the end of August 1973, Faddeev sought contact with the Danish Minister for
Foreign Economic Affairs, the presiding chair of the EC Council of Ministers, while
visiting Denmark.66
Conclusion
In the first half of the 1970s, the economic consequences of EC policies forced the CMEA
to revise its trade policy vis-à-vis the outside world. The Executive Committee placed the
issue on its agenda in 1970 at Hungary’s request. The Soviet position at this stage was that
the organisation or its members were to have nothing to do with the EC and to concentrate
on intra-bloc trade only. However, years of counter-arguments from its allies as well as
Soviet think-tanks’ policy analyses scrutinising European affairs led the Soviet leadership
to change its mind in favour of a common approach towards the EC.
While Romania objected to any common CMEA policy, foreign-trade-oriented
Hungary and Poland – which also had an interest in protecting their trade interests vis-àvis the EC – chose another tactic. They began to lobby their own goals and aims onto the
common CMEA agenda and this proved effective. They were able to use their power of the
weak against the Soviet Union, because they could rely on the fact that the Soviet Union –
in the context of the Cold War – would be willing to make compromises to achieve a
common bloc position.
Due to the pressure coming from its allies the Soviet leadership understood that
contacts with the EC could not be dismissed altogether, because the allies needed to secure
their trade with Western Europe. Soviet policy analyses that examined the advisability of
establishing contacts between the organisations also suggested a new policy line.
Therefore, the Soviet leadership started to prove more flexible on the issue. It first gave its
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consent to have the CMEA discuss whether to contact the EC. Later, as the CMEA
elaborated an active policy towards the EC, the Soviet Union became a key proponent of
the new position, joining the chorus of those allies that had long advocated for it.
Yet the Soviet Union’s reasons significantly differed from its allies’. The main
objective the Soviet Union sought to realise with the start of a dialogue between the
CMEA and the EC was the political and economic consolidation of the socialist
community. This served the strategic purpose of reducing some centrifugal tendencies in
the CMEA, and particularly to curb the activities of Romania. A more united socialist
community would enhance the CMEA’s political and economic role in international
affairs, which in turn would make the socialist organisation stronger when bargaining with
the EC. More substantially, establishing relations with the EC would increase possibilities
for fighting against the discrimination that the EC applied in trade with the socialist
countries, particularly as far as agricultural products were concerned. Finally, it was
supposed that in this way the socialist countries could gain access to some of the EC’s
resources in order to finance major projects.
Arguably, the Soviet Union also settled for a compromise because it felt it was losing
its credibility as bloc leader. Western observers and officials alike had already noted that
several Soviet allies were entertaining contacts with EC institutions and most likely hoped
to expand these. In this situation, turning inwards was no longer possible, for both
economic and prestige reasons. After more than three years of indecisive negotiations at
the CMEA, the Soviet leadership decided to put an end to the quarrels and walk away with
what was at hand. If its allies could not be prevented from engaging in contacts with the
European Community, then the Soviet leadership wanted at least to have a say in how
those relations would develop. The answer was to push for bloc co-ordination and,
consequently, control. As such, the Soviet policies vis-à-vis both its own bloc and the EC
were consistently in line with the détente goals it was pursuing in relations with the United
States or through the CSCE process.
Access to newly declassified archival sources leads to a more sophisticated view and
understanding of the CMEA. The early 1970s showcased the ability of the East European
members to stretch the boundaries of what was acceptable within the CMEA. This article
has proven that the organisation was in fact a forum that allowed European allies to force
their positions vis-à-vis the USSR, rather than merely being a Soviet weapon of control.
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socialist bloc twice: in 1969 and 1972. For further detail, see Romano, “Untying Cold War
Knots,” 11 –12.
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SAPMO, DY 30/13859, M.A. Lesechko (CMEA) to Erich Honecker (SED Politburo),
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