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This article sheds new light on the interrelation between Western European
integration and the Cold War by unveiling and bringing under scrutiny the active
role of the EEC in East – West relations. It argues that the EEC’s pro-active Eastern
policy was pivotal in loosening Cold War constraints in Europe and engendering
instead a new kind of intra-European relations. Relations between the EEC and
socialist bloc countries grew more intense and diversified, irrespective of the
renewed superpower confrontation. Not only were détente and integration
compatible, they actually reinforced each other, and the EEC proved to be a major
and successful promoter of the overcoming of the Cold War in Europe.
The history of relations between the European Economic Community (EEC) and
Eastern Europe has quite a paradoxical flavour. It took the EEC thirty years to receive
recognition from Eastern European governments; yet only a year after the communist
regimes collapsed, all those countries looked at EEC membership as a guarantee of a
more prosperous and democratic future. Such an immediate choice suggests that the
EEC had already become a strong pole of attraction. It also raises the question as to
whether, despite the communist official policy of non-recognition, there had been
meaningful relations between the Community and the East in the previous decades.
The existing literature on the EEC and Eastern Europe is mostly political science based
and focuses on either the last enlargement or the redefinition of European relations after
the end of the Cold War.1 Still, no comprehensive multi-national, multi-archival
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historical analysis has been offered of the EEC’s relations with the East during the Cold
War. The persistent lack of official recognition from the communist bloc countries has
probably discouraged historical inquiry for a long time. Even more important, though,
has been the underestimation of the significance of these relations in both
historiographical fields of Cold War and European integration. Within the former,
predominant attention has been given for decades to national policies, first of the
superpowers and lately of Western European countries’ détente involving the East in
financial, commercial, and cultural links, whereas international actors other than states
have been denied thorough analysis and debate. It has not helped that the prolific
historiography of the European integration process progressed in quite an autonomous
way from international and Cold war history.2 As for the East, the socialist camp has very
often been treated as a bloc under rigid control of Moscow, overlooking the political,
economic, and even ideological complexity of intra-bloc relations and dynamics.
Recently, some scholars have shown how communist bloc countries were actually
dynamic and proactive despite Soviet guidelines.3 On the EEC front, Ludlow opened
the road to research, challenging the assumption of a Community insulated from Cold
War dynamics;4 other scholars have convincingly demonstrated that EEC member
states collectively played a leading role at the Helsinki CSCE in turning European
international politics to a new kind of thinking.5 In this broader framework6, some
scholars also recognise the EEC as a strong pole of attraction vis-à-vis the disastrous
socialist experiment.7 Nonetheless, with the remarkable exception of the CSCE case,
the active role of the EEC as such is still largely overlooked.
It is true that since the mid-1970s, the return of Cold War-like tensions posed severe
challenges to the EEC’s action. However, it is difficult to conclude, as Yamamoto does,
that ‘European integration and détente were incompatible’ and that ‘after the brief
encounter in the early 1970s, Cold War history and European integration history again
began to walk in parallel ( . . . ) until the so-called ‘second’ détente of the late 1980s’.8 The
latest research examining the long 1970s is shedding new light on the interrelation
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between Western European integration and the Cold War, and specifically on the active
role of the Nine in East– West relations.9
This article shares and advances this interpretation. It argues that progress in
Western European integration, which encompassed the development of the EECNine’s pro-active Eastern policy,10 was a major factor in loosening Cold War
constraints in Europe and engendering instead a new kind of intra-European relations.
Détente and integration were not only compatible, but actually proceeded hand-inhand and reinforced each other. The article will show that relations between the EEC
and individual socialist bloc countries grew more intense and diversified throughout
the 1970s despite the deteriorating relationship and renewed Cold War confrontation
between the two superpowers.
The argument unfolds in three steps. First, the article identifies the conditions that
favoured or encouraged the development of relations between the EEC and the East.
Then it zooms in on the rise and assertion of the EEC as a significant actor in intraEuropean relations. In the third and most important part, the analysis assesses the
development of the relations between the EEC and the Eastern European countries in
the 1970s and shows that it resulted from the combination of the external effects of
Western European integration (the broadening of EEC competence and membership)
and the pro-active Eastern policy of the EEC-Nine.
The article considers the rationales, actions, and decisions of the EEC as agreed
within both the EEC context and European Political Cooperation (EPC); the complex
process of internal bargaining among member states and EEC institutions is beyond
the scope of this piece of work. The focus is therefore on the EEC as such, with the
conviction that analysis of only some countries’ foreign policy - usually the big three:
the UK, France, and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) - is too narrow and has
often led analysts to overlook important aspects or fail to acknowledge fully, let alone
appraise, fundamental aspects and the significance of the events under scrutiny. The
analysis is then largely based on European institutions’ archival sources, with
additional evidence from documents of some member states’ foreign ministries.11
9

See Marie-Julie Chenard, ‘Seeking Détente and Driving Integration. The European Community’s
opening towards the People’s Republic of China 1975 –1978’, Journal of European Integration History
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Openings, ed. Kiran K. Patel and Ken Weisbrode, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 39–58;
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Claudia Hiepel and Wilfried Loth (forthcoming 2013).
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1.

A favourable set of conditions

Historians have thoroughly shown that, despite some openings, the Kremlin remained
at least wary of West European integration until the Gorbachev era.12 Up until 1988
Soviet security concerns imposed a non-recognition policy on the whole communist
bloc. Nonetheless, as will be demonstrated, this did not hamper the development of
unofficial relations between the EEC and the Eastern European countries.
In the second half of the 1960s, several factors at national, European, and
international levels combined to promote favourable conditions for the development
of such relations. The first factor was the growing connection between the two halves
of Europe. At the time the socialist economies had reached the limits of potential
growth and were eager to turn to an intensive-type of production.13 In this shift,
socialist integration does not seem to have represented a strong promising answer.
Many economists in the East considered that the coordination of national planning at
the Comecon level would not provide a viable solution, for it would reproduce and
amplify most of the rigidities and shortcomings already afflicting the national level.
Moreover, in a Comecon integrated system, the needs of the huge Soviet economy
would have outweighed those of the smaller European countries.14 It was then easier
and more rewarding to expand links with the West rather than within the bloc. Not
only did this option preserve national autonomy in the economic domain, it also
allowed the launch of a rapid modernisation through acquisition of Western products,
know-how, and technology.15 Indeed, in the same years, the socialist economic
doctrine recognised foreign trade and participation in world economy as key factors
for economic growth.16 This new approach met with most West European
governments’ willingness to acknowledge the peculiarities of the socialist economic
systems and eagerness to make business with them.17 Thanks to this encounter

Footnote 11 continued

Ministers (hereafter ACM), and the University of Pittsburgh’s online Archive on European Integration
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Affairs 63:2 (1987), 259.
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between Eastern economic reforms and Western détente policies, by the end of the
decade the flow of trade, communications, and even tourism across the Iron curtain
had neatly increased, creating a fertile environment for further openings in intraEuropean relations.
Second, the full development of East– West détente further removed in theory the
politico –ideological obstacles to contacts between the two halves of Europe.
Superpowers’ summits, expanded economic exchanges, management of regional
conflicts, and above all negotiations for the limitation of strategic armaments
combined with a more conciliatory rhetoric of respect for different political systems.18
At the same time, West Germany’s Neue Ostpolitik removed one of the basic elements
of acrimony in Europe and deliberately changed the image of West Germany from
enemy to partner.19 In so doing, the Ostpolitik neutralised the fear of German
revanchism that had long contributed to closing the ranks of the socialist bloc and
feeding a negative perception of the West European integration process. Since the two
cold warriors accepted coexistence and cooperation, and West Germany was no longer
“imperialist and revanchist”, it became reasonable to envisage a revision of the
communist countries’ policy of non-recognition of the EEC.
Third, détente also brought about EEC direct involvement in East –West relations.
On 17 March 1969 the Warsaw Pact re-launched the call for a pan-European
conference on security that had been proposed several times since the 1950s, always
meeting with Western indifference or overt opposition. The Budapest Appeal
emphasised the need to strengthen political, economic, and cultural relations on an
equal basis and with respect for the independence and sovereignty of the states.20 The
new climate of détente and the moderate tone of the appeal eventually brought the
Atlantic alliance to agree to consider the possibility of convening such a conference
(later called Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, CSCE).21 Not only
did the CSCE idea add a topic of discussion in Western governments’ foreign policy
agenda, it also became a matter of debate within EEC institutions. In fact, the
proposed conference agenda listed a specific point on cooperation that aimed at
overcoming closed and discriminatory blocs in Europe. In EEC headquarters and
member states’ capitals alike this was perceived as indirectly though undoubtedly
referring to the EEC, and as a result, seeming to call into question the existence of the

18
Within the copious literature in the field see, for example, ‘Special Forum: U.S. – Soviet Relations in
the Era of Détente’, Diplomatic History 33:4 (2009): 633 –750.
19
O. Arne Westad, ‘Beginnings of the end. How the Cold War crumbled’, in Reinterpreting the end of the
Cold War. Issues, interpretations, periodizations, ed. Silvio Pons and Federico Romero (London e New York:
Frank Cass, 2005), 69– 70.
20
Warsaw Pact Communiqué, Budapest, 17 March 1969. http://www.php.isn.ethz.ch/collections/
colltopic.cfm?lng¼ en&id ¼ 18022&navinfo ¼ 14465, Last access on 30 Aug 2012.
21
NATO Declaration on European Security, Brussels, 5 December 1969, par. 15. http://www.nato.int/cps/
en/natolive/official_texts_26760.htm, last accessed on 30 August 2012. On the West and the CSCE see
Romano, From Détente.
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Community, its competence, and its future development.22 Détente thus made an EEC
Eastern policy urgent and timely.
Finally, a major factor at play was the re-launch of the West European process of
integration, to which the six EEC member states agreed at The Hague summit in
December 1969. The resignation of General Charles de Gaulle from the French
Presidency in May 1969 opened the door to the first enlargement of the EEC to
Britain, Ireland, Denmark, and Norway.23 The enlargement was part of an ambitious
agenda for further integration via the completion of initiated policies and processes,
as well as the widening of EEC competence.24 Moreover, acknowledging the enlarged
Community’s potential to play an international role, the six governments decided to
initiate a political cooperation to pave ‘the way for a united Europe capable of
assuming its responsibilities in the world of tomorrow and of making a contribution
commensurate with its tradition and its mission’.25 Within a year they instituted
European Political Cooperation (EPC), an intergovernmental mechanism of foreign
policy coordination. The Hague relaunch in itself contributed to involving the EEC
in East – West relations. The goal of asserting the EEC’s international role could not
but call for the overcoming of the anachronistic situation of the EEC’s (non)
relations with the communist countries. In addition, the question also gained
momentum at the EEC level, for the scheduled implementation of the Common
Commercial Policy (CCP) made it urgent to have communist countries accept the
EEC Commission’s exclusive competence to negotiate and sign trade agreements
with third countries. In opposition to what Soviet propaganda argued, the
strengthening of the EEC worked in favour of détente. Arguably, the re-launch of the
Western European integration process and détente went hand-in-hand, the two
mutually reinforcing one another.
2.

The EEC: a non-negligible actor in East– West relations

2.1 The EEC-Nine’s rise and self-assertion
Not surprisingly, at the first EPC ministerial meeting in November 1970, the member
states endorsed the Belgian proposal of developing a distinct collective approach to the
CSCE, despite the existing NATO consultations on the same subject.26 This was aimed
at promoting the international role of Western Europe as stated at the Hague summit,
22
AMAE, Europe Orientale 1944– 1970, 2034, Tél. n. 171/185 de Moscou, 10 janvier 1970; TNA, CAB
170/111, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, 15 July 1970; HAEU, EN 1598, Note à K. Meyer, Bruxelles, 5
avril 1973.
23
All candidate states but Norway became members on 1 January 1973. The people of Norway had
rejected EEC membership by referendum in September 1972.
24
On The Hague summit see, for ex., Journal of European Integration History 9:2 (2003); Claudia Hiepel,
Willy Brandt und Georges Pompidou. Deutsch-französische Europapolitik zwischen Aufbruch und Krise
(Munich: Oldenbourg Verlag, 2012), 37– 72.
25
HAEU, FMM 37, The Hague Communiqué.
26
AMAE, Europe 1944– 70, Organismes Internationaux, 2031, Note du MAE, 17 novembre 1970.
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and sprang from substantial rationales.27 First, EEC member states shared the
perception of a common European conception of détente distinct from that of the
allied superpower. While the U.S. dialogue with the Soviets at the time seemed aimed
at perpetuating the status quo, Western European governments’ détente was a means
to overcome the Cold War scenario in Europe. In the short- and mid-term, EC
member states aimed at widening economic and cultural exchanges with the East to
start a mutual advantageous cooperation in several fields. In the long run, they
thought that this effective dialogue and the interdependence it was meant to create
would ease the process of liberalisation of communist regimes and eventually untie the
bloc. Hence, European détente had a dynamic and revolutionary charge that could not
be compatible with the global strategy of the U.S. administration. Second, and more
specifically related to the EEC, West European countries wished to gain the recognition
of the Community by the communist countries and preserve its future development.
This was a policy interest that NATO allies could support, but not fully share or
actively fight for; NATO economic proposals for the CSCE did not even mention the
Community, what could either lead to misunderstandings or provide a useful cavil to
the Soviet policy of non-recognition.28
With EPC, complex machinery was set in place to deal with the CSCE and relations
with the East more in general; it comprised specific expert working groups and
increasingly involved the EEC Commission in the elaboration of the collective Eastern
policy. Also very important was the practice of close coordination of EEC member
states’ embassies in the Eastern countries, which allowed for the sharing of
information on site, more thorough reporting to EPC, and more consistent ground for
common action.29 In May 1971, EPC set the guiding principles for the embryonic
collective Eastern policy. First, cooperation with communist countries should not slow
down or prejudice the development of the Community, and member states should act
with respect to their EEC obligations. Second, consistent with their détente policy,
EEC countries should refuse any agreement likely to strengthen the Soviet hold on its
allies, such as the establishment of EEC–Comecon relations. In addition to defensive
goals, EPC defined a more pro-active Eastern policy, whose non-negotiable clearlystated objective was the establishment of relations between the Community and each
communist country.30 As perfectly summarised by the President of the EEC

27

Angela Romano, ‘The Main Task of the European Political Cooperation: Fostering Détente in Europe’,
in Perforating the Iron Curtain: European Détente, Transatlantic Relations, and the Cold War, 1965 –1985, ed.
Poul Villaume and Odd Arne Westad (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum, 2010), 123 – 41.
28
HAEU, FMM 36, Document de travail de la Présidence, 6 octobre 1971; HAEU, KM 47, Commission,
SEC(72) 2052, 7 juin 1972.
29
See Angela Romano, ‘A Single European Voice Can Speak Louder to the World. Rationales, ways and
means of EPC in the CSCE experience’, in The Road to a United Europe. Interpretations of the Process of
European Integration, ed. Morten Rasmussen and Ann-Kristina Knudsen (Bruxelles: Peter Lang, 2009),
257 –70.
30
HAEU, FMM 36, ‘Réunion des Ministres des Affaires étrangères, Discussion sur la CSCE’, 14 May
1971.
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Commission, Franco Maria Malfatti, to the EEC Parliamentary Assembly on 8 June
1971, ‘the 70s should see the consolidation of a new atmosphere between us and the
countries of the East.... It is indispensable for us that we convince our neighbours of
the advantages arising to them from an enlarged community’.31
From its inception, the EEC’s Ostpolitik was at the same time defensive and assertive. It
was defensive towards the (perceived) Soviet attempts at hampering future Western
integration and diluting the Community into a wider pan-European system; it was
assertive in promoting direct relations between the communist states and the EEC, which
would advance the latter’s influence in the Continent, if not in the wider international
arena. Arguably, the defensive component, though always present, lost importance over
time, especially after the EEC-Nine’s successful action at the Helsinki CSCE. A remarkable
force in shaping most of the Helsinki Final Act, the EEC-Nine had been successful in
preventing adoption of any provisions or language prejudicing the Community and its
future development, as well as in avoiding possible external interference. Moreover, it had
made the Community ‘as such’ part of the CSCE exercise and had adequately promoted
the EEC’s image as a constructive force within Europe. Indeed, its proposals in the socalled Second Basket, i.e. cooperation in economy, industry, science, and technology, had
presented a balanced and sensible offer to third countries, and created a promising
atmosphere for future relations with the socialist countries.32
The Helsinki experience and its results boosted the EEC-Nine’s self-confidence in
pursuing the overcoming of the Cold War in Europe and the Community’s selfperception as a major protagonist in the Continent. Indeed, ‘it had been the CSCE that
produced this attitude because the Europeans discovered that they could work with
each other and produce results’.33 Moreover, thanks to the proliferation of contacts
that the CSCE engendered among participating countries’ governments throughout
the preparatory and the negotiation phases, the EEC-Nine became more informed
about actual dynamics within the Eastern bloc and more confident about its own
bargaining position. As will be shown, the EEC-Nine developed a targeted and
consistent policy towards Eastern European countries aimed at loosening the socialist
bloc ties and promoting new intra-European relations.

2.2 The East acknowledges the EEC’s strength
Already in the mid-1960s some socialist countries had had to cope with the
consequences of the creation of the Common Market, namely the implementation of
the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). They had at the time signed arrangements
with the EEC on specific agricultural products. Later, socialist countries who adhered
31
AEI, External Relations, Relations with regional entities, East-Central Europe, Commercial Relations
Between the E.E.C. and Eastern Europe, Information [Commercial Policy] 11/72.
32
Romano, ‘The Main Task’, 130 – 40.
33
NARA, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, NSC Country files, 687, Folder 2, Memorandum from
Sonnenfeldt to Kissinger, August 2, 1973. (Files now moved to the Nixon Presidential Library, CA).

Cold War History

161

to or were negotiating their membership in General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) - notably Poland, Romania, and Hungary - had to accept the Community’s
competence to negotiate in this multilateral context, and their attitude therein did not
differ from countries that had officially recognised the EEC.34 Yet this did not
necessarily mean enhancement of relations on a bilateral basis. It was the implications
of the deepening, completion, and enlargement of the Community for the economies
of Eastern European countries that induced the latter to take a more realistic attitude
towards the EEC.
The enlarged and strengthened EEC caught the attention of both experts and
politicians in the East, who reinvigorated the debate about dynamics in the capitalist
world and, particularly, on the Western European integration process.35 A change of
tune in the Soviet discourse became visible and official in February 1972, when a series
of articles in Pravda spoke positively about multi-polarity in the capitalistic world and
attributed a relevant importance to Western Europe as a third force between
Washington and Moscow.36 A month later came the famous Brezhnev speech in which
he recognised the existing reality of the Common Market. Whatever the actual target
and purpose of the speech,37 it was perceived in Western and Eastern European
capitals alike as a significant change in Soviet attitude towards the EEC.38
More importantly, some Eastern European countries had started to look at the EEC
as an unavoidable permanent and even convenient economic partner.39 The economic
choices and reforms of the previous years and the new features of the EEC made the
question of recognition of and relations with the latter timely. In particular, exportoriented Eastern European countries such as Hungary, Poland, Romania, and
Czechoslovakia had reason to be deeply concerned. They had already suffered export
limitations because of the EEC protectionist measures springing from the CAP; they
could only envisage a further erosion of their exports stemming from both the
adhesion of new members to the Common Market and the development of new EEC
common policies.40 These communist countries’ exports towards the EEC market

34
HAEC, BAC 48/1984 N.399, DG1, Note de Ernst à Meyer,, 4 mai 1972. Czechoslovakia was a founding
member of the GATT, but remained quite inactive; Poland was admitted in 1967, Romania in 1971, and
Hungary in 1973.
35
Zubok, ‘The Soviet’, 93–4.
36
Rey, ‘Le retour’, 18.
37
Recently Mueller suggested that the speech was meant to encourage FRG Bundestag’s approval of the
Ostpolitik treaties: Wolfgang Mueller, ‘Recognition in Return for Détente? Brezhnev, the EEC, and the
Moscow Treaty with West Germany, 1970– 1973’, Journal of Cold War Studies 13: 4 (2011): 79– 100;
Kansikas argues that it was more a first message to bloc countries that Moscow would take the lead on
shaping bloc’s policy towards the EEC: Suvi Kansikas, ‘Room to manoeuvre? National interests and
coalition-building in the CMEA, 1969– 74’, in Autio-Sarasmo and Miklossy, Reassessing, 200 – 203.
38
HAEU, EN 87, ‘Discours de M. Brejnev au 158 Congres des Syndicats Soviétiques’. The positive
reactions of Jean Monnet, Walter Hallstein, and Willy Brandt are reported in Mueller, ‘Recognition’, 85– 6.
39
Cutler, ‘Harmonizing’, 261 – 63.
40
NAI, 2010/19/1162, DFA, ‘Talks in Sofia on 12th – 15th September 1972, concerning trade with
Bulgaria on 1973’.
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consisted of materials, foodstuffs, and manufactured goods, and would run against
the EEC’s high protectionism – mostly of a quantitative nature – as these were precisely
the sectors in which EEC producers were the hardest pressed.41 Not only did Eastern
European governments need to avoid further erosion of exports, they also vitally
needed to raise them. Export earnings were meant to provide the hard currencies to
pay for imports from Western Europe, which were a major component of Eastern
European economies and destined to increase in the light of modernisation efforts;
not by chance, it was precisely the industries determining the economic growth of
Eastern European countries that were also the leaders in imports from the West.42
Furthermore, economic growth had become a conditio sine qua non for political
stability in Eastern Europe, as many upheavals had shown. The capacity to provide a
good standard of living was the key to government legitimacy in the East since the late
1950s, and even more so after the “lesson” of the Prague Spring in 1968 had wiped out
the option of political reforms. Most Eastern European countries had an urgent need
to gain better access to the EEC market, and so became more inclined to recognise the
Community.
Consequently, the “EEC question” became a major point of discussion within the
Comecon. These countries called for collective action within the Comecon and a
parallel or even alternative establishment of direct bilateral contacts with the EEC. The
latter was the explicit position of Romania, but the governments of Hungary and
Poland did not hide a certain inclination for normalisation of their relations with the
EEC. They met with the granitic opposition of East Germany and the Soviet Union,
backed by unsurprisingly loyal Bulgaria, which considered the “EEC question” as an
issue of high politics demanding a bloc response.43 Indeed, the East German
government was deeply concerned with resisting Western penetration for the sake of
its own very existence, and thus favoured bloc action. For the Soviet Union the
existence of a prosperous EEC enlarged in both membership and competence
represented a challenge to the European order, a force for change towards the
overcoming of the Cold War blocs.44 Not by chance, Brezhnev’s speech in December
1972, in which the Soviet leader explicitly suggested negotiations between the EEC and
the CMEA, came without a previous CMEA agreement. As Kansikas has
demonstrated, Moscow was preoccupied with its bloc cohesion and trying to set the
pace of its opening to the Community.45
While waiting for an agreement on a common stance within the CMEA, some
Eastern European countries started to explore their own roads to the EEC. On 31
January 1972, Romania formally approached the Community to request beneficiary

41

Pinder, The European Community, 17.
AMAE, Europe 1971– 76, Organismes Internationaux, 2900, German contribution at NATO meeting
on USSR and Eastern Europe, May 3 –7, 1971, 29 April 1971.
43
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44
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45
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status in the EEC’s Generalised Preferences Scheme (GPS), the more forthcoming
treatment the Community offered to developing countries, which it came to enjoy
from 1 January 1974.46 After Brezhnev’s speech in March 1972, the Polish government
confided to some Western counterparts that it was considering an upgrade of its
representation in Brussels.47 A more substantial move came in August 1974, when
Polish representatives approached the EEC Commission to explore the possibility of
talks on trade relations. They underlined the mutual interest in opening relations
between Warsaw and the EEC as such, also explaining that they meant a possible
agreement between the EEC and the CMEA to have a general nature and not cover
actual economic issues.48 The timing was not casual: by the end of the year, as
established by the EEC Council of Ministers, all bilateral trade agreements with EEC
member states would expire and could not be renewed as such, for competence would
be passed onto the EEC Commission. In 1973, even the Bulgarian government,
during bilateral contacts with the French, showed interest in the EEC’s GPS, and was
told to approach the EEC Commission, as Bucharest had done.49 However, for
the time being, the Brezhnev speech did not seem to be enough of a green light to
Sofia, which preferred to stick to the Soviet goal of having EEC–CMEA relations
established first.

3. The broadening web of the EEC’s bilateral relations with Eastern European
countries
3.1 The EEC’s effect on the East
In the mid-1970s, the deepening of EEC competence and the EEC-Nine’s pro-active,
single-voiced Eastern policy further pushed all socialist countries towards making
deals with the EEC and giving it a substantial de facto recognition. To start with, the
implementation of the Common Commercial Policy, though part of the process of
completing the Common Market, had relevant political implications when applied to
socialist countries, and was considered as a valuable means of putting pressure on the
latter.50 In November 1974, the EEC Commission sent letters to all Eastern countries
explaining that from January onwards member states would no longer sign or renew
bilateral trade agreements and, at the same time, offering negotiation on the subject.51
Pending the reply, and for the purpose of maintaining the continuity of trade with
those countries, the EEC Council adopted unilateral import arrangements, which
established quotas and other import facilities for goods subject to quantitative
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restrictions.52 Should the communist countries fail to reply to the offer, the Council
would unilaterally revise quotas every year; given the economic crisis hitting Western
European economies, this arrangement promised no better deals for the East.53 The
refusal to deal with the EEC therefore put the socialist countries in a position to face
EEC unilateral decisions seriously touching on their own economies and societies.
Second, the single-voiced, pro-active stance of the EEC-Nine at the Helsinki CSCE,
and particularly the proposals and business-like attitude in the Second Basket, coupled
with the November 1974 trade offer, proved that the Community was keen to
substantially improve relations with the East and could be a convenient economic
partner. Indeed, according to archival sources, the EEC saw a gradual improvement in
its relations with Eastern Europe after the Helsinki Conference.54 Finally, the EEC and
its member states were proving unshakable in their refusal to agree to an EEC–CMEA
accord on Soviet terms, i.e. including trade and excluding or postponing direct
bilateral relations between the Community and individual socialist countries.55
Relations of the latter kind were the top priority of the Community, which could
envisage agreements with Comecon only on subjects such as statistics, exchange of
information, and research in science and technology.56 Consequently, for the Eastern
European countries to wait for the EEC–CMEA agreement would postpone
indefinitely much needed contacts with the EEC. Moreover, some East European
countries did not wholeheartedly endorse or even share the bloc’s official position on
EEC–CMEA relations.57 As the Polish Deputy Ambassador to Brussels commented,
neither Czechoslovakia, Hungary, nor Romania had real problems with the EEC
proposal on limiting relations with the CMEA to exchange on statistics and the like.58
In different degrees of openness, they showed the Community their interest in direct
contact.
Not surprisingly the Romanian government was the frontrunner in this matter. The
Romanians made it clear that they accepted no limits on their right to have direct links
and negotiate directly with the Community on problems of mutual concern, tariff
levels and so on, for ‘this [wa]s the sovereign right of Romania and would remain so’.
59
Bucharest was even considering the possibility of opening a mission to the EEC,
despite the fact that Moscow would highly dislike it: ‘we are not the Czechs and we are
not the Poles, and the Russians know this’.60 Bucharest had good relations with the
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Community and it had recognised the organisation, though it came short of adopting
an official posture. Indeed, Romania was the first socialist country to which EEC
Commission Vice-President and External Affairs Commissioner Sir Christopher
Soames paid a semi-official visit. Invited to give a lecture to an international
association in Bucharest in January 1976, he also met with government members.61
Two years later, Soames’ successor, Wilhelm Haferkamp, was back in Bucharest in an
official capacity: it was Romania’s intention to intensify bilateral relations with the
EEC by having regular contacts at all levels.62 More substantially, Romania was the first
country to respond favourably to the Community offer for a textile agreement, which
was signed in December 1976. The agreement applied to the products covered by the
Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA) negotiated within the GATT, and was renewed for
the following years.63 In 1978, the Romanian government also actively called on the
EEC to negotiate a trade agreement on industrial products.64 Larger in scope than
sectorial accords, and also instituting a joint commission, the agreement was signed on
28 July 1980, the first ever broad trade agreement between the EEC and a member of
the socialist bloc.
Romania’s foreign policy and position within the socialist bloc were famously
peculiar and unique, and the EEC aptly took advantage of the country’s independent
stance. EEC/Romanian agreements also set the example for other CMEA countries, for
they proved that there was much to gain from direct relations with the Community,
and that the latter did not interfere in the internal affairs of the regime. Indeed,
Bucharest did not advance liberalising reforms in exchange for agreements with
Brussels. Yet, without tooting their horns or openly deviating from CMEA solidarity,
other countries initiated autonomous moves towards the EEC. Although appearing
genuinely supportive of CMEA integration, the Polish government did not seem to
favour any organisation’s interference in Poland’s freedom to negotiate with the EEC,
and considered that contact with the EEC Commission could ‘certainly prove useful’,
given the latter’s competence in trade matters.65 A diplomat from the Polish embassy
in Brussels approached the Commission to convey the point that negotiations between
the two halves of Europe would ease détente and, more importantly, that his country
needed to develop its economic exchanges with the West, and asked who would
negotiate for the Community.66 Hungary too had been vocal in CMEA’s debate in
advocating a more forthcoming stance towards the Community. Having advanced the
most audacious reforms in socio-economic fields and, like Poland, having links with
61
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the Western economic world system through adhering to GATT, Budapest seemed
well-placed to approach the EEC. At the same time, Warsaw and Budapest were still
cautiously waiting for developments in EEC– CMEA talks, which had in the meantime
opened in February 1975, to ease their road to the EEC. Only when presented with
further EEC unilateral actions affecting vital sectors of their economy did both
governments engage in negotiations with the Commission.
3.2 The EEC’s pro-active policy towards communist countries
It is usually claimed that the EEC’s chances to get recognition from the East were
undermined by its member states, for these latter tended to circumvent the CCP by
means of cooperation agreements, in which some trade provisions were aptly
camouflaged.67 Yamamoto even concluded that ‘[t]he Community also could not
conclude bilateral arrangements with respective COMECON countries’.68 However,
this interpretation is grounded in an incorrect understanding or superficial assessment
of the situation, which does not stand scrutiny of actual EEC functioning and
decisions.
To start with, raw materials, technology transfers, and credits – which featured
massively in East –West economic exchanges – still fell outside EEC competence, and
were therefore legitimate objects of member states’ cooperation agreements. The
actual relevant case in point relates to exports towards the East, where coordination
was indeed lacking. It was in this field that EEC member states competed, and “used”
cooperation agreements to pursue national interests.69 This was not only due to some
willingness to keep a national leverage on East –West relations, but also very much due
to the economic crisis and growing unemployment rates that Western economies were
facing in the 1970s.
Yet specific mechanisms were put in place to check the content of member states’
cooperation agreements. The Council Resolution of 22 July 1975 (thus a decision of
the member states) required that all such agreements be subject to a Community
consultation procedure, which would check these agreements took into account the
EEC Commission’s powers in the field of commercial policy and compatibility with
the EEC’s own cooperation agreements. Moreover, the Commission had the power to
open procedures against member states for violation of EEC rules.70 Since 1976 this
obligation applied to all cooperation agreements concluded by member states, and
documents of the Brussels institutions and member states alike show an impressive
monitoring activity of this kind.
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Moreover, and more importantly, the CCP had been fully implemented for imports
from communist countries. As previously argued, the latter had an urgent need to
preserve and even increase their exports to the West, for both economic and political
reasons; consequently, the strongest leverage for inducing CMEA countries to
recognize the EEC and its competence very much lay with the rules regulating their
access to the Common Market. In this field, the competence was legally and actually
of the Community.71 Despite the limits of CCP implementation, the Community was
therefore well-equipped to make its weight felt on communist countries and induce
them to take a more realistic attitude. Indeed, a series of EEC Council decisions
proved the Community’s determination and effectiveness in changing the CMEA
countries’ attitude. The first move came in the textile sector, to which the Community
decided to apply a specific commercial policy. The EEC Council decided that
extension of the MFA beyond December 1977 would be subject to the satisfactory
conclusion of bilateral agreements between the EEC and the country concerned.72
Poland and Hungary, who had enjoyed the MFA as GATT members and now risked a
fall in their textile exports, agreed to negotiate and sign agreements with the EEC
which would expire only in 1982.73 Other socialist bloc countries followed the same
path. In its meeting on 19 – 20 December 1977, the EEC Council decided that all
countries exporting steel to the EEC should conclude bilateral arrangements with the
Community, so that the latter could impose price discipline and prevent a disruption
of the Common Market.74 Presented with a fait accompli and facing a serious damage
to its exports, in only four months Czechoslovakia became the first Eastern European
country to conclude a steel arrangement with the Community; it was soon followed
by Hungary.75 Making deals with the EEC proved rewarding: in exchange for
respecting a given EEC minimum price, the steel agreements allowed market
penetration of up to 90% of Czech or Hungarian steel sales. It did not take long for
accords along the same lines to be signed by Romania (31 May 1978) and Poland
(17 July 1978).76
The convenience of making deals with the EEC was so evident that it actually
engendered a sort of competition among socialist countries. The Hungarian
government, for example, not only made known its desire for a trade agreement with
the Community,77 but also expressed some complaints about the treatment it was
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getting in other arrangements. Representatives of EEC member states in Budapest
received a number of hints from their contacts in government and party circles about
dissatisfaction at the general attitude of the West towards Hungary. It had been
suggested in particular that the EEC placed little value on the liberal internal regime
which had been established in Hungary and paid more attention to certain other East
European countries(Romania was mentioned) where oppressive regimes still existed.
The Italian Ambassador explained that Secretary of State Ràcz had even asked directly:
‘Why do you prefer the Romanians to us?’78
The combination of this EEC-inspired competition among regional partners and
growing economic concerns eventually moved even Bulgaria, arguably the most loyal
ally of the USSR, to take a more pragmatic attitude towards the Brussels institutions.
Despite maintaining the usual criticism of the EEC in the national press, the Bulgarian
government approached the EEC Commission on several issues. In 1978 Bulgaria
demanded GPS status;79 then, in January 1979, it signed its first agreement ever with
the EEC on steel.80 Within three months followed a four-year-long agreement on
textiles, similar to those concluded with the other Eastern European countries even
though Bulgaria was not a signatory of the international MFA.81 The most significant
step was taken when Sofia expressed interest in a wide-ranging agreement with the
Community, which the Bulgarian government meant to be more comprehensive than
that between the EEC and Romania.82 Not only was the request for treatment under
the GPS still pending,83 there was also great concern about the effects that Greece’s
EEC membership would have on Bulgarian exports.84 Once again, a further step in the
West European integration process, i.e. enlargement, proved to have tremendous
effects on communist countries and strengthened the EEC’s influence in the continent.
As seen, the strengthening of EEC competencies and the Community’s pro-active
stance led to significant changes in intra-European relations. Despite the official policy
of non-recognition, bilateral agreements between communist countries and the EEC
proliferated. It is also noteworthy that in all these agreements the territorial clause,
which stipulated that the agreements apply to all territories where the EEC Treaty
applies (and hence to West Berlin), had also been included.85 These countries made
reservations concerning the clause, but did not refuse to sign the agreement for the
sake of Berlin. The Cold War order was evidently out-of-date for many governments in
Europe.
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Only two countries remained very much Cold War oriented, and immune to the
EEC’s growing appeal or threat: the GDR and the Soviet Union, which stuck to the
mantra of CMEA–EEC relations first and foremost. The preservation of the bloc was
crucial for both, intertwined as it was with their own very existence as a country and a
superpower respectively. At the same time, it is important to notice that both countries
were perfectly equipped to resist and even ignore the EEC’s expanding competence.
Although East Germany’s economy was neatly export-oriented, and the new plan
envisaged a strengthening of export towards both socialist and world markets,86 GDR
imports from and exports to the Common Market enjoyed a sort of freeway via West
Germany.87 As the Polish ambassador to Brussels affirmed, ‘everybody knows that it [the
GDR] is almost part of the EEC’.88 As for the USSR, the need and willingness to improve
economic relations and cooperation with the West did not necessarily imply recognition
of the EEC and its competence. Neither did Soviet exports (nine-tenth of which
consisted of oil, natural gas, and other raw materials) suffer the protectionist measures of
the Community nor were Western credits and technology subject to EEC competence.89
Yet it was only a matter of time before the broadening of the EEC’s scope affected
Soviet interests. Following the adoption of the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) in
January 1977, the EEC Council requested interested Comecon states (Poland, the
GDR, and the USSR) either communicate the size of their fishing fleet and negotiate
fishing quotas with the Community or withdraw the fleets from the EEC 200-mile
common pond.90 Confronted with a non-modifiable fait accompli and having not
only economic but also politico –strategic interests at risk, the Soviet Union agreed to
enter negotiations with the Community in mid-February;91 Poland joined
immediately and the GDR followed soon after.92 It was still a matter of unofficial
relations, as the Soviets made it explicit that the case should not be taken as formal
recognition of the EEC.93 Yet relations were getting substantial, and EEC competence
does not seem to have been a major bone of contention. In fact, the Soviets broke
off the talks only when they realised that the Community would not make
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89
Pinder, The European Community, 14.
90
HAEC, BAC 48/1984 N.399, DG1, Note de Kergolay to Audland (Deputy Secretary General), (?) June
1977.
91
HAEC, BAC 259/80 N. 185, COM(77) PV 417 final (séance du 11 février 1977).
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concessions on the (Berlin) territorial clause. This was unacceptable to the Kremlin,
which denounced the incompatibility of the clause with the existing Quadripartite
Agreements on Berlin.94 The problem, then, was not related to EEC competence, but
to one of the most fundamental features of the Cold War order.
Although the Kremlin was still cautious in its policy towards the EEC, it is evident
that it did not ignore the Community’s economic and political weight. All communist
European governments showed a growing interest in understanding the EEC
machinery and procedures; they continually asked for EEC documents, bulletins, and
statistics, and their questions became more and more specific. Seizing the chance to
show openness and good faith, as well as clear several misunderstandings about its
competencies and rules, the EEC Commission fully satisfied such requests, and
spontaneously handed socialist diplomats copies of the Treaty of Paris (European Coal
and Steel Community), the Treaties of Rome (EEC and Euratom), and the treaty of the
merging of the Communities’ executives.95 Representatives of the Soviet Union,
Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary cultivated increased contacts with EEC
Commission officials.96 Although unofficial, this dialogue came very close to classic
diplomacy in substance. In fact, not only did the consultations relate to EEC–
Comecon relations, the CSCE process, and bilateral negotiations with the EEC on
specific matters, but also tackled broader international issues such as the world
economic order, GATT rounds, the Trilateral Commission, and relations with
developing countries.97 On the one hand, communist governments hoped to gain
more information about Western capitalistic countries’ policies. On the other hand,
these conversations served to acknowledge the EEC’s positions and policy on these
issues and appraise possible implications on the EEC policy towards communist
countries. Not by chance was attention high in Moscow and Eastern capitals regarding
discussions on the creation of an EEC monetary union.98 Probably the most sensible
argument for this attention, which Soviet and Eastern European diplomats raised in
almost every meeting, related to the promising negotiations between the EEC and
China. Given the frictions existing between Moscow and Beijing, the establishment of
official relations between the latter and the EEC could not but worry the Soviet leaders,
and diplomats from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and the USSR made no secret of this to
the EEC.99 When the EEC–China agreement was eventually signed, the Soviets
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98
HAEU, EN 1905, Note Stefani à Noël, 20 février 1978.
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complained to the EEC Commission that Brussels had publicly stressed the peculiar
political importance of the deal.100 By the end of the 1970s, the EEC had established
substantial relations with all European CMEA member states, including the Soviet
Union; their persistent denial of official recognition had become a mere fac ade, the
remnant of a Cold War thinking to which the Kremlin was still committed.
These achievements also further elucidate the lasting commitment of the Nine to
détente and the CSCE process. As has already been argued elsewhere, ‘the Nine had no
intention to affect détente and its benefits for the sake of the global competition of the
two superpowers’.101 Evidence is found in the EEC-Nine’s policy during the height of
the renewed Cold War tensions, i.e. its response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
and later to the imposition of martial law in Poland, as well as in the case of the CSCE
follow-up meeting in Madrid (1980– 83).102 In all these cases, the EEC-Nine’s policy
distinguished itself from the harsh U.S. stance and decisions, and condemnation was
never substantiated in actions that could further endanger détente and the CSCE
process. Indeed, the benefits were tangible in the development of the EEC’s relations
with Eastern European countries. This added to and strengthened the Nine’s vision of
a Europe beyond the Cold War; only in such an environment could the EEC advance
its influence and hope to gain full recognition from the Eastern communist bloc.
4.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that since the early 1970s, relations between the EEC and
the East constantly intensified in frequency and broadened in scope. Although the
flourishing of détente in the late 1960s and early 1970s facilitated the development of
such contacts, it has been argued that Cold War dynamics were neither the only nor
the most important explanatory factor, and that other driving forces must be taken
into account, of which the weight and effects were more determinant in shaping new
intra-European relations. The process of economic reforms in the East and the
deriving growing economic and financial interdependence across the Iron curtain
proved to be a necessary precondition and a lasting determinant. Even more
important and instrumental was the re-launch of the integration process in the West,
which brought about a strengthened, enlarged, and more politically active EEC: The
widening competence of the EEC, coupled with its new activism in East-West
relations, made the Community an important actor in continental relations. Initially
perceived as a threat by socialist bloc countries, the enlarged EEC moved rapidly to
being an inevitable interlocutor and then a viable partner for more rewarding
economic relations. Indeed, in the course of the 1970s, all Eastern European countries
but the GDR (which enjoyed access to the Common Market via West Germany) signed
sectoral agreements with the EEC, despite the Soviet-imposed denial of official
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recognition. Contacts also multiplied at the “diplomatic” level between representatives
of the communist countries and the EEC Commission, and spanned discussions of
many international issues.
Moreover, these driving forces became the actual determinants of relations in
Europe, whereas the Cold War remained but a superstructure. The return to Cold War
confrontation between the superpowers neither halted the growing interdependence
between the two halves of Europe nor diminished the EEC’s room for manoeuvre. On
the contrary, the EEC’s determination to foster détente and overcome the Cold War in
Europe grew stronger, and its image within the East further improved during the crises
of the early 1980s.
The EEC’s proactive and forthcoming stance proved that the Community was not a
threatening Cold Warrior, but rather a promoter of new intra-European relations
beyond the Cold War. This was meant to give the EEC a more prominent role in the
continent, but also to widen Eastern European countries’ room for manoeuvre. This is
in contrast with some scholars’ remarks that the EEC was ambiguous or even
indifferent towards Eastern Europe. John Pinder, for example, has argued that the EEC
might have been more conciliatory and willing to make concessions to the East, but
was uninterested. He takes the case of Yugoslavia, to which the EEC conceded
considerably, and argues that the country benefitted from its independence from the
USSR and its efforts to introduce market mechanisms in its economy. On the contrary,
the arguments goes, since ‘the other East Europeans had not made the breakthrough
on the road to market economy and pluralist democracy, the Community was not
going to make concessions of much substance to them’.103 True, Yugoslavia’s
independent policy had allowed for official recognition of the EEC, which better
placed the country for a thorough deal. However, Pinder’s interpretation does not
stand scrutiny. First, the detail of the 1974 offer of trade negotiations that the EEC sent
to all communist governments showed a clear willingness to meet with socialist
economies’ needs. The offer related to all sensible fields of concern for communist
economies, i.e. import quotas, agricultural imports, most-favoured-nation treatment,
safeguard mechanisms, and problems of payment and trade finance.104 Second, the
EEC Commission, which had competence in establishing quotas for imports from
state-trading countries, did work in favour of Eastern European countries, for it acted
to mitigate the effects of the crisis of Western economies in the 1970s. EEC documents
show that in many occasions member states would have preferred a higher level of
protectionism in order to defend their producers and workers from external
competition, whereas the Commission pushed for a harmonious development of
exchanges with the East based on actual reciprocity of gains and concessions.105
Finally, neither the EEC Commission nor the Council ever asked communist
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interlocutors to alter their economic system or adopt market-oriented reforms.
Although the idea of promoting the liberalisation of communist regimes underpinned
the EEC-Nine’s vision, it was more a question of encouraging and easing a process of
long-term internal changes rather than an overt attempt at subverting the socialist
system, which found its ideal tools in the CSCE Final Act.106 In what may be seen as a
division of labour, the EEC’s Eastern policy was rather meant to loosen the socialist
bloc discipline, as well as promote and reward Eastern European countries moves to
autonomy from Moscow. This was so much the case that, as has been reported above,
the Hungarians complained that their advanced socio-economically reformed country
received less rewards from the EEC than did Romania, a brutal dictatorship.
Arguably, détente and Western European integration were visibly intertwined and
mutually reinforcing one another. Détente had brought to the EEC’s involvement in
East –West relations and to the development of member states’ collective Eastern
policy via EPC. In turn, the enlarged, strengthened and more politically active EEC
had a vested interest in the continuation of détente and the promotion of new intraEuropean relations beyond the Cold War blocs order. The Community proved not
only willing but also able to significantly alter intra-European relations, untying much
of the Cold War ties in the East. Considerations here apply only to inter-state
European relations, as there is no denying the still strong implications of the Cold War
on the lives of Eastern European citizens. Only the fac ade remained of the once
socialist unitary policy towards the EEC, in so far as the Soviet Union prevented EEC–
Eastern Europe relations from becoming official. As soon as Gorbachev’s New
Thinking got rid of the last remnant of Cold War mentality, the Soviet Union agreed to
the establishment of bilateral relations between the EEC and the individual communist
countries in parallel to EEC– Comecon relations. Consequently, intra-European
relations that had substantially developed in the previous fifteen years achieved full
scope and formal status. Within a year or so, they would be the ground on which to
build post-Cold War Europe.
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