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Executive summary 

The analysis of the European Parliament’s archival documents (reports, resolutions 
and debates) undoubtedly demonstrates that the EP has been in the front-row 
when it comes to debating the events leading to democratic change in Central 
and Eastern European countries. Clearly voicing its concerns about developments 
in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslovakia even before its first direct elections in 
1979, the EP from the very beginning has taken a clear stance in condemning 
human rights violations while supporting movements towards democratisation in 
Central and Eastern Europe.  

The amount of discussions in the Parliament increased with the beginning of 
glasnost and perestroika in the 1980s and intensified in the run-up to the fall of 
the Berlin Wall. MEPs discussed not only the deteriorating political situation in 
Poland and Czechoslovakia but also the protection of human rights in Romania 
and Eastern Germany. As the events of 1989 unfolded debates became more and 
more controversial. The question of German unification and of national self-
determination in both the GDR and the Baltic States clearly divided MEPs. While 
there seemed to be a general agreement concerning the active role the EU should 
play in providing economic aid to Central and Eastern Europe, marked security 
concerns dominated discussions on Germany’s and the Baltic countries’ future.  

The beginning of the 1990s was characterised by a general shift in focus. With the 
signing of the Europe Agreements and with enlargement becoming a real 
possibility, the importance of political, cultural and scientific cooperation 
suddenly started to take centre stage. Initial debates on accession were 
nevertheless characterised by stark differences of opinion concerning the 
timeframe and the depth of future collaboration with Central and Eastern Europe. 
Similarly heated discussions can be observed at the start of the Yugoslav Wars 
with MEPs being divided over the question of a possible military intervention on 
Yugoslav territory and the recognition of Slovenia and Croatia. 

The Balkan Wars and their aftermath clearly provided the backdrop to accession 
negotiations with Central and Eastern European countries, brushing aside most 
disagreements between MEPs on the one hand and the Commission and the EP 
on the other. While the EP closely monitored progress towards democratisation, it 
gave unwavering support to almost all candidate countries. It thus paved the way 
for the accession of ten Central and Eastern European countries in 2004 followed 
by three more in 2007 and 2013 respectively. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

I – Background 

The year 1989 was marked by the fall of Communism in the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe. These events took place at the end of a process that began 
in 1985 with Perestroika. The acceleration of reforms specific to each of these 
states led to the general collapse of regimes starting at the end of 1989. The fall 
of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 was one of the most significant events of 
the period: the definitive end of the Cold War and the Iron Curtain. The Warsaw 
Pact and Comecon, institutional structures of the Eastern bloc, ceased to exist 
in the summer of 1991, and the USSR itself disappeared as a state in December 
of the same year. 

The events of late 1989 started a transition process towards democracy in the 
countries of the former Eastern bloc and resulted, 15 years later, in the 
accession of several Eastern European countries to the European Union. The 
European Parliament closely followed and frequently discussed the process of 
democratic change in Central and Eastern Europe and issued a number of 
important resolutions on the situation in these countries during the period 
before and after 1989. 

In 2014, on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the fall of Communism and 
the 10th anniversary of the Eastern enlargement, this in-depth analysis 
presents an overview of the events leading to democratic change in Central 
and Eastern European countries, with particular attention to the events around 
1989, and their consequences and effects on European history. 

II – Objectives 

This study forms a part of the European Parliament History Series produced by 
the Parliament’s Historical Archives. The series analyses the contribution of the 
Parliament to the history of modern Europe and the process of European 
integration. The text studies the process of democratic change in Central and 
Eastern Europe from the perspective of the European Parliament as detailed in 
its archive documents. In particular, the text provides a synthesis based on the 
thorough research and analysis of documents issued by the European 
Parliament on this topic. It traces the discussions and opinions of Parliament 
over the years regarding a) the events leading to democratic change in Central 
and Eastern Europe with special attention to the events around 1989 and b) 
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Post-communism and Eastern enlargement. The scope of the work is to provide 
readers with a better understanding of the history of the Parliament as it relates 
to this particular topic and to enhance visibility of Parliament’s historical 
documents. 

III – Sources and methodology 

The study builds on a wide range of parliamentary documents. It is based on a 
selection of 820 parliamentary reports, resolutions and debates (see list of 
selected documents in Appendix I) sourced from the Historical Archives of the 
European Parliament in Luxembourg and the Historical Archives of the 
European Union in Florence. The documents have been selected with a view of 
representing not only different document types but also different periods and 
points of view. The core analysis covers the four years framing the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, namely 1988 up to and including 1991. For the period between 
1967 and 1988 and between 1992 and 2004 a succinct chronology and 
synthetic analysis has been provided. Particular attention has been paid in 
particular to debates on events in countries who became EU Members in the 
years following the fall of the Iron Curtain, namely Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech 
Republic, East Germany, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, 
Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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CHAPTER I 
MILESTONES IN THE PERIOD PRIOR TO 1989 

 

I – 1956 to 1979 – Before the first direct EP elections 

 

1. The Hungarian Revolution 

In the period before 1979, the European Parliament (EP) exclusively discusses 
the situation in two Central and Eastern European countries (CEECs): Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia. Debates revolve initially around the Hungarian Revolution 
in 1956. Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) fully support the aims of 
the Hungarian citizens. However, compared to the Prague Spring in 1968, the 
EP is fairly cautious in expressing its opinion and concentrates more on the 
question of how to provide effective aid to Hungarian refugees.1  

 

2. The Prague Spring 

The violent repression of the Czechoslovak uprising on the contrary triggers 
much more concrete reactions.2 This might have to do with the fact that the 
European Parliament is particularly shocked by the blatant disregard of the 
existing treaties. It sees the brutal intervention by the Soviet army as a hard 
blow to the beginning appeasement process, destroying any hope for the 
international acceptance of a general politics of disarmament and the Nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty signed on July 1, 1968. At the same time the Prague 
Spring events are interpreted as a clear indication (after the Hungarian 
Revolution) that behind the Iron Curtain there is increasingly the longing for 
freedom. Most MEPs believe that the EP should react to this and firmly express 
their conviction that the only way towards appeasement goes via the 
acceptance of human rights, the refraining of the use of violence and 
disarmament. Indeed, debates in the following years almost exclusively 
concentrate on the question of whether human rights and détente are 
complementary or conflicting and whether the Nine should exert pressure for 
the respect of human rights in Central and Eastern European countries. 

                                                           
1 European Parliament debates of 28 November 1956 on aid for Hungarian refugees, p. 30. 
2 European Parliament debates of 1 October 1968 on political implications of the events in 
Czechoslovakia, pp. 39-51; European Parliament debates of 1 October 1968 on political implications of the 
events which occurred in Czechoslovakia (cont.), pp. 53-64. 
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II – 1979 to 1984 – The first parliamentary term 
 
1. Human rights violations in Czechoslovakia 

The first parliamentary term is initially dominated by discussions on the 
political situation in Poland and incidents of human rights violations in 
Czechoslovakia. In several debates, resolutions and reports the European 
Parliament firmly condemns the violations of human rights in Czechoslovakia 
that took place in its newly elected chamber.3 It particularly criticizes the 
increasing amount of politically motivated arrests of opposition leaders and 
resolutely calls on the Czechoslovak government to respect the Final Act of the 
Helsinki Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe. The parliamentary 
debates on the human rights situation in Czechoslovakia bring up the question 
if human rights can be subject to political interpretation and whether the EP 
should be a ‘factory’ for the production of resolutions on events over which it 
has no power. Despite disagreement over this issue, MEPs express more and 
more frequently the idea that the European Parliament is not only the 
Assembly of the Nine or Ten or Twelve but the legitimate democratic voice of 
all Europeans and should thus be a privileged forum of the defence of human 
rights in Europe. 

 

2. Poland 

The aspiration to be a ‘Parliament of Europe’ as a whole reappears frequently in 
the following debates on Poland. MEPs from both right- and left-wing groups 
stress the importance of non-interference in internal Polish (or Czech) affairs 
and advocate giving European financial support to the Polish democratic effort 
instead. The common past experience of WWII is frequently invoked in this 

                                                           
3 Resolution of the European Parliament of 13 August 1979 on the arrest of dissidents in Czechoslovakia, 
OJ C 203/37, 13 August 1979; Resolution of the European Parliament of 19 November 1979 on the arrest 
and conviction of Czechoslovakian dissidents, OJ C 289/57, 19 November 1979; Resolution of the 
European Parliament of 18 June 1981 on the recent arrests of Czechoslovak citizens signatories of 'Charter 
77' and the imprisonment for the last year of the spokesman for 'Charter 77' and former Member of 
Parliament, Rudolf Battek, OJ C 172/100, 13 July 1981; Report on behalf of the Political Affairs Committee 
on the respect for human rights in Czechoslovakia, Historical Archives PE1 AP RP/POLI.1979 A1-0815/79; 
European Parliament debates of 20 July 1979 on arrests of dissidents in Czechoslovakia, pp. 201-204; 
European Parliament debates of 25 October 1979 on arrests of six Czechoslovak citizens, pp. 189-190; 
European Parliament debates of 25 October 1979 on arrests of six Czechoslovakian citizens, pp. 346-347; 
European Parliament debates of 18 June 1981 on recent arrests of Czechoslovak citizens, pp. 247-249. 
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context to emphasize the existing solidarity between West European countries 
and Poland on the one hand and to underline the EPs moral duty to defend 
human rights on the other.4 

The EP generally speaking welcomes almost unanimously the events in Gdansk 
and Katowice in August 1980 where trade unions have reached agreements 
with Polish authorities and is willing to provide urgent food supplies to 
counterbalance the ensuing difficult economic situation.5 When General 
Wojciech Jaruzelski (under Soviet pressure) introduces martial law in December 
1981, the EP reacts immediately with a resolution, condemning the ‘state of 
war’ in Poland and demanding the release of those arrested.6 A few months 
later it issues a report in which it takes a firm position towards the Polish case 
by denouncing the introduction of martial law, the continuous political arrests, 
the violation of the freedom of press and association and the USSR’s role in the 
conflict.7 At the same time it reasserts its support for Solidarność and Lech 
Walesa and demands the Polish government to immediately release political 
prisoners, repeal martial law and resume the democratic process. It advocates 
freezing any form of economic aid until the situation is resolved but confirms 
its willingness to further grant humanitarian aid and asylum to Polish refugees. 
The report is supported particularly by the conservative and liberal groups. The 
Communists (COM) and Socialists (PES) are divided, they support the text but 
are critical of some of its points.8 This changes as soon as Solidarność is 
outlawed. All groups support the resolutions on the outlawing of ‘Solidarity’ in 
Poland and on repression in Poland and insist that the EEC should rethink its 
relation towards the country if Jaruzelski’s ‘dictatorial regime’ continues to 
disrespect human rights.9  

 

 

                                                           
4 Resolution of the European Parliament of 18 December 1980 on Aid to Poland, OJ C 346/58, 
31 December 1980. 
5 Resolution of the European Parliament of 9 April 1981 on food supplies to Poland, OJ C 101/50, 4 May 
1981. 
6 Resolution of the European Parliament of 17 December 1981 on the situation in Poland, OJ C 11/86, 
18 January 1982. 
7 Report on behalf of the Political Affairs Committee on the situation in Poland, Historical Archives PE1 AP 
RP/POLI.1979 A1-0436/82. 
8 European Parliament debates of 16 September 1982 on the situation in Poland, No 1-288/239. 
9 European Parliament debates of 15 October 1982 on the situation in Poland, No 1-289/278; Resolution of 
the European Parliament of 15 October 1982 on the outlawing of ‘Solidarity’ in Poland, OJ C 292/110, 
8 November 1982; Resolution of the European Parliament of 19 May 1983 on repression in Poland, OJ C 
161/117, 20 June 1983. 
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III – 1984 to 1987 – The start of glasnost 
 
1. Economic, political and cultural cooperation  

The first years of the second parliamentary term are marked on the one hand 
by discussions on resolutions that are very specifically addressing certain 
incidents (i.e. the ‘exclusion from study imposed by the Czechoslovak 
Government on the son of the Foreign Minister at the time of the ‘Prague 
spring’) or overarching fundamental questions concerning the ‘appeal for the 
establishment of democracy in Eastern Europe’.10 For the first time, in most 
adopted reports and resolutions the relations between the European Economic 
Community (EEC) and Eastern and Central Europe are considered as a whole. 
Clear ideas are voiced on the form that future cooperation not only in the 
economic but also in the political and cultural field could take. The EP calls on 
the Comecon countries to recognise the EEC and pledges for more cooperation 
in all fields both on a bilateral and a European basis.11 The deepening of 
bilateral economic relations is also clearly seen as a way to encourage further 
political cooperation in the human and civil rights sector. The proposal for the 
establishment of a European Foundation for East European Studies has to be 
seen in this context as well.12 

 

2. Poland and Romania  

Human rights are again discussed in detail in relation to several Eastern 
European countries. Particularly the worrisome situation in Romania is 
highlighted. Right and Left unanimously condemn the Ceausescu regime and 
call for Community aid to alleviate the difficult situation of the Romanian 
population.13 In relation to Poland there is less agreement within the 

                                                           
10 Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 May 1986 on the exclusion from study imposed by the 
Czechoslovak Government on Jan Hayek, son of the Foreign Minister at the time of the 'Prague spring', OJ 
C 148/102, 16 June 1986; Resolution of the European Parliament of 23 October 1986 on the appeal for the 
establishment of democracy in Eastern Europe, OJ C 297/120, 24 November 1986. 
11 Report on behalf of the Political Affairs Committee on the relations between the European Community 
and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, Historical Archives PE2 AP RP/POLI.1984 A2-0111/85; 
Resolution of the European Parliament of 24 October 1985 on the relations between the European 
Community and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, OJ C 343/92, 31 December 1985. 
12 Report on behalf of the Committee on Youth, Culture, Education, Information and Sport on the 
establishment of a European Foundation for East European Studies, Historical Archives PE2 AP 
RP/JEUN.1984 A2-0050/86; European Parliament debates of 6 October 1986 on a European Foundation for 
East European Studies, No 2-343/8. 
13 European Parliament debates of 17 December 1987 on human rights (Eastern European countries), No 
2-359/211; Resolution of the European Parliament of 17 December 1987 on Romania, OJ C 13/101, 
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Parliament. Debates on the situation in Poland show a clear Right-Left 
divergence on whether confrontation or peaceful coexistence with the regime 
would be the preferable solution. Also the question of to what extent the EP 
should interfere in Polish internal affairs is debated fervently.14 However, all 
agree that after the Chernobyl catastrophe Community aid to Poland is vital. 
The resolution passed in December 1986 clearly marks a shift in the attitude of 
the EP towards Poland.15 It recognises the Polish government’s recent progress 
towards the respect of political and civil liberties and calls for the normalisation 
of relations between Poland and the EEC. The resolution lays the foundations 
for developments that would express themselves fully only in the following 
year during the run-up to the fall of the Berlin wall. 

                                                                                                                                                               
18 January 1988. 
14 European Parliament debates of 15 November 1984 on Poland No 2-319/190; European Parliament 
debates of 8 December 1986 on the situation in Poland, No 2-346/22. 
15 Resolution of the European Parliament of 11 December 1986 on the situation in Poland, OJ C7/102, 
12 January 1987. 
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CHAPTER II  
THE FALL OF COMMUNISM 

 

I – 1988 – The run-up to the fall of the Berlin Wall 
 
1. Human rights and religious freedom 

Debates in 1988 gravitate almost exclusively around the deteriorating human 
rights situation in Central and Eastern Europe. Several resolutions deal 
particularly with the repression of religious freedom in Czechoslovakia, Estonia 
and East Germany.16 The EP notices with concern that despite glasnost and 
perestroika freedom of religion is still being restricted and underlines that if this 
practice continues, glasnost cannot be taken seriously. Religious freedom in 
this context is clearly seen as an essential part of human rights and self-
determination whose protection is covered by the Helsinki Final Act.  

 

2. Human rights in Poland 

Nine resolutions and three long debates cover the situation in Poland and in 
Czechoslovakia. 17 Despite the recognition of the progress towards the respect 
of political and civil liberties, MEPs from all political currents express their 
disappointment at the slow evolution of democratic change in both countries. 
According to them the fact that there is still no real freedom of expression, 
betrays the hopes awakened by the Gdansk Agreements of August 31, 1980 
and dampens hopes for speedy political change. They are particularly 
concerned about the attitude of the Polish government and are asking 
Wojciech Jaruzelski to abandon oppressive measures in order to not lose 
credibility in the West. MEPs stress in particular that the European Parliament is 

                                                           
16 Resolution of the European Parliament of 14 April 1988 on repressive measures against Christians in 
Czechoslovakia, OJ C 122/128, 9 May 1988; Resolution of the European Parliament of 14 April 1988 on 
threats against the religious press in East Germany, OJ C 122/128, 9 May 1988; Resolution of the European 
Parliament of 13 October 1988 on the situation of Protestant Christians in Romania, OJ C 290/115, 
14 November 1988. 
17 Resolution of the European Parliament of 19 May 1988 on the situation in Poland, OJ C 167/257, 27 June 
1988; Resolution of the European Parliament of 19 May 1988 on the mysterious death of the Czechoslovak 
civil rights activist Pavel Wonka, OJ C 167/263, 27 June 1988; Resolution of the European Parliament of 
15 September 1988 on the situation Poland, OJ C 262/125, 10 October 1988; Resolution of the European 
Parliament of 15 December 1988 on the arrest of the pop musician and producer Petr Cibulka in 
Czechoslovakia, OJ C 12/151, 16 January 1989; European Parliament debates of 19 May 1988 on Poland, 
No 2-365/245; European Parliament debates of 19 May 1988 on Human Rights in Czechoslovakia, No 2-
365/250. 
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in favour of self-determination and the respect for human rights without 
bloodshed and without violence. They thus call on the Council and the 
Commission to assist the Solidarity trade union organization and to openly 
condemn the actions by the Polish Government. While they believe it to be 
counterproductive if the EEC tries to force the Polish authorities on to the 
defensive, they underline that all trends towards democratization must be 
encouraged. What emerges clearly from discussions is the attempt to find the 
right balance between action and reaction. While on the one hand the EP calls 
for a clear stance condemning the use of force by the Polish government 
thereby setting itself clearly apart from the policy of rapprochement pursued 
by the US, it also does not want to adopt the role of the ‘master towards the 
pupil’18. While it fears that resignation and unconditional submission might 
play into the hands of the Soviet Union, thus having a destabilizing effect on 
the whole of Europe, it also thinks that if the European Parliament stands for 
human rights and freedom of the individual, it has to react and cannot allow 
rapprochement at all costs. Underlying all the debates is clearly a more general 
concern about the right course of action if the Community wants be seen as 
champion of human rights, democracy and national self-determination also in 
the future. This appears to be particularly important in the Polish context. Most 
MEPS express their impression that in Poland a decisive contest is in progress 
that extends far beyond the Polish borders. They see the events in Poland as a 
first step towards a more general struggle between those Central and Eastern 
European countries that want to go forward with reform, democracy and 
renewal and those who want to turn back to centralization.  

 

3. Political rights in Czechoslovakia 

This might explain why the subsequent discussions on 19 May 1988 on the 
question of whether the Community should recognize the attempts by the 
Soviet Union to found political groups and establish a democratic opposition 
party in Czechoslovakia become very heated.19 While the Liberals think that it is 
the EP’s duty to support this development, the Socialist group wonders if the 
time is ripe yet for such a step. They draw attention to the fact that citizens who 
for decades have not had any political influence cannot be brought within 
months to a system of democracy. They fear in particular that such a 
development might destroy the feeble beginnings of perestroika and glasnost. 

                                                           
18 Speech by Carlo Galluzzi, European Parliament debates of 19 May 1988, No 2-365/248. 
19 European Parliament debates of 19 May 1988 on Human Rights in Czechoslovakia, No 2-365/250. 
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The Socialists’ attitude gets interpreted by the liberal and conservative groups 
as being ‘too tolerant’ towards the Soviet Union and Gorbachev. This 
accusation sparks renewed discussions about the right balance between 
concessions and enforcement of international agreements. Many MEPs warn 
that the Community should weigh carefully their desire for visible 
achievements in perestroika and glasnost on the one hand, and their 
commitment to human rights on the other. It is remarkable that in this context 
the Parliament repeatedly tries to pitch itself against the United States. It 
accuses the US of following a very narrow trajectory interested only in 
rapprochement and avoiding any potential conflict with sensitive issues. It is 
probably no coincidence that those criticisms are voiced shortly before the 
meeting between Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev takes place at the end 
of May 1988 during which the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty is 
signed.  

 

4. Ethnic minorities in Romania 

The idea that the EEC might pay more attention to human rights issues than 
the US and that it pays as much attention to fundamental rights as it does to 
the right of trade comes back in the July debate and the following resolutions 
on ethnic minorities in Romania and the USSR.20 The Parliament makes very 
clear that it is interested in better relations with Central and Eastern European 
countries and the USSR but that any development into this direction has to be 
within the framework of the Helsinki Agreements, meaning inclusive of respect 
for the rights of minorities, for autonomy and for human rights. It is not 
prepared to accept that one of the signatory countries violates the document 
that is generally seen as marking the transition from the Cold War to a 
relationship of cooperation and mutual trust between countries. MEPs notice in 
their speeches that the developments in Romania stand in stark contrast to 
those in the rest of the Soviet Union and believe that for that reason the EEC 
should not deal with Romania the same way as with the other CEECs under the 
joint EEC/Comecon declaration. The EP therefore calls on the Commission and 
the Council to consider the total suspension of negotiations with Romania and 
the possibility of adopting harsher measures and real economic sanctions. 
Despite the fact that the European Parliament renews this call during the 

                                                           
20 European Parliament debates of 7 July 1988 on ethnic minorities in Romania and the USSR, No 2-
367/250; Resolution of the European Parliament of 7 July 1988 on new measures liquidating villages in 
Romania, OJ C 235/104, 12 September 1988. 
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October debate on human rights in Romania, stressing that Romania might 
become a test case on how the EEC uses its powers and responsibilities, the 
Commission is not prepared to recommend any interruption of trade links with 
Romania at this stage since it does not believe that it would help to improve 
the human rights situation.21 The Commission will change its attitude only six 
months later, in March 1989.  

 

II – 1989 – The end of Communism 
 
1. Human rights in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, East Germany and 

Yugoslavia 

One of the red threads running through debates in the pre-1989 period is the 
constant evocation of the Community’s special responsibility towards the 
Central and Eastern European countries due to their geographical location and 
their common historical roots. If the conservative parties stress in particular the 
shared Christian heritage of Poland and Czechoslovakia, the Greens and 
Socialists underline the communality of Latin and European cultures and 
traditions in Romania and Hungary. The importance of history is emphasized in 
the first debate of the new year dealing with the situation in the Baltic States 
and Armenia.22 1989 marks the 50th anniversary of the Molotov Ribbentrop 
Pact and MEPs express the hope that the Soviet Union will use this occasion to 
show that it takes glasnost and perestroika indeed seriously. All groups notice 
that politicians in the Soviet Union have completely changed rhetoric. They are 
surprised about the positive response of the Soviet Union to demands of 
independence by the Baltic States and think that the EEC should carefully 
encourage the process of foresight and courage initiated by Moscow. The 
ultimate hope is that Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia become independent states 
on a par with the states in Western Europe. All groups indeed agree on the 
motions for a resolution on the independence of the Baltic States, only the 
Conservative group (ED) expresses hesitations on putting forward unrealistic 
demands which might destabilize the area. 

Debates in the following months until the end of the second parliamentary 
term, deal almost exclusively again with human rights in Czechoslovakia, 

                                                           
21 European Parliament debates of 13 October 1988 on human rights in Romania, No 2-369/221. 
22 European Parliament debates of 19 January 1989 on the situation in the Baltic States and Armenia, No 2-
373/248. 
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Poland, Romania, East Germany and Yugoslavia.23 Debates are surprisingly void 
of any political or ideological conflict. Only the Far-Right (DR) makes several 
times polemical remarks, reminding the EP that the situation in Eastern Europe 
is due to Western countries ‘selling it off to Stalin at the end of WWII’ and 
‘leaving it to its communist fate by a guilty West’.24 The main concern in all 
debates is the limited application of the principles set down in the Helsinki 
Final Act and the Vienna Agreement. To sign international agreements and not 
to abide by them is considered an act of hypocrisy of which almost all 
governments of the five countries can be accused of.  

Poland 

In the overall comparison, Poland fares best. The EP welcomes that the Polish 
government has officially recognized the agricultural branch of Solidarity. It 
sees it as a sign that a whole new system of freedoms is being given expression 
and set in place. As a result, it calls for improved economic and trade relations 
and the revision of the foreign debt problem, believing that this will help the 
Polish people to make their own independent decisions about their future. A 
number of MEPs nevertheless express a certain degree of hesitation remarking 
that despite these positive tendencies, there are also a number of negative 
ones that have to be carefully monitored. The Commission agrees that a new 
phase in the talks and relations with Poland on trade and cooperation shall be 
initiated in the hope that this will contribute to what appeared to be the start 
of an overall positive development towards democracy.25 

Czechoslovakia 

The evaluation of Czechoslovakia looks quite different. As with Poland, where 
MEPs had expressed their initial disappointment about the fact that the hopes 
connected to the Gdansk Agreements of August 31, 1980 had been destroyed, 
so do they regret to see that despite perestroika and glasnost, the ideas 
advanced during the Prague Spring were not heard again.26 A particularly 
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pronounced form of responsibility is evidently felt towards Czechoslovakia in 
light of the 50th anniversary of Prague’s occupation by Hitler. The fact that 
nobody intervened at the time is seen as having been partly the result of the 
weakness of the Western democracies, a weakness the EEC does not want to be 
accused of again. This might be part of the explanation of why all political 
groups in the Parliament fervently condemn the brutal way in which the 
Czechoslovak police put down the peaceful demonstrations held in Prague on 
January 15, 16 and 17, 1989 to commemorate the 20th anniversary of Jan 
Palach’s27 suicide, and why they support the joint motion of a resolution on the 
brutal suppression of human rights demonstrations in Prague.28 Only the Far-
Right group deplores the fact that their group had not been consulted 
beforehand but nevertheless signs the resolution. 

 

Demonstrators around flowers in Prague during the Velvet Revolution for Freedom,  November 1989. 
© MD (Own work) [CC BY-SA 3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], via Wikimedia 
Commons 

                                                           
27 A Czech student who protested against the end of the Prague Spring by committing suicide through 
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28 Resolution of the European Parliament of 16 February 1989 on repression in Czechoslovakia during the 
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The situation in Czechoslovakia is discussed again two months later, on March 
16, 1989. The EP is concerned with the amount of arbitrary arrests and harsh 
sentences that had increased in the first half of 1989. MEPs are convinced that 
the EEC cannot accept this kind of repression at a time when it is expanding its 
ties with the Czechoslovak authorities and that it should react firmly and 
effectively by making clear that trade agreements cannot be concluded unless 
the Czech government honours its obligations to respect human rights. Some 
MEPs go as far as suggesting that watching the use of Stalinist methods 
without speaking out, would be a form of complicity since ‘if we remain silent, 
we have already given up the struggle for freedom and human rights’.29  

 

Romania 

This idea is also behind the discussions on Romania that take place on the same 
day (March 16, 1989) and feed into a resolution dedicated exclusively to the 
violation of human rights by the Ceausescu regime.30 If in 1988 the EP had 
compared itself to the US, in 1989 it starts to look increasingly to the actions of 
other international institutions. One of the main arguments put forward for a 
harsh stance towards Romania is the fact that the UNHCR had condemned 
Romania and that it was felt that the EP should follow since ‘at a time when for 
once the UN is reacting, we cannot be weaker than the rest of the world’.31 
Many MEPs express embarrassment about the fact that the West had remained 
silent for years and had until recently welcomed Ceausescu’s representatives in 
the EP because Romania was seen as an anomaly in the Comecon. It is 
therefore not surprising that there is wide support for the motion for a 
resolution submitted by six groups. Only the Liberals believe that the text is too 
weak and deplore that it does not mention the immediate freezing of 
negotiations for a more extensive trade agreement. They accuse the EP of not 
having the courage to take a decisive stand against Romania. The resolution 
indeed only ‘calls on the Commission, the governments of the Member States 
and the Council to review their relations with Romania’.32 Interestingly, the 
Commission in the end decided to take a much harsher stance than the one the 
Parliament recommended: it stopped the negotiations on the trade agreement 
immediately. This firm position is welcomed by the Parliament in the 
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subsequent debate on Czechoslovakia (analysed above). While stressing that 
the situation in Czechoslovakia is not the same as the one in Romania, MEPs 
note that events have started to look very similar and recommend to the 
Commission and the Council to review their policies also with regards to 
Czechoslovakia.33 

Romanian Revolution of 1989 in Bucharest. © The National History Museum of Romania, 
http://www.comunismulinromania.ro/ 
 

Human rights issues in Romania are on the agenda again at the end of May, 
however, the debate revolves almost exclusively around the violation of 
freedom of expression in the Soviet Union.34 Romania only appears in the 
request voiced by several MEPs to refuse Romania the observer status it is 
seeking in the Council of Europe (CoE). Besides that, the EP concentrates on the 
law passed by the Supreme Soviet on April 9, 1989 aimed at penalizing dissent. 
MEPs find it extremely worrying that the Soviet Union allows racism and anti-
Semitism but made it illegal for anyone in the Soviet Union to criticize the state. 
They propose to put to the Soviet authorities as basic condition for closer 
relations with the EEC that each nation within the Soviet Union must have the 
possibility of developing its own democratic formula for government, 
administration and policy. The EP clearly refers to the situation of the Baltic 
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States and their request for independence here, a topic that will come back 
several times also in the following months. 

 

GDR 

One of the countries that fares less well in the evaluation of the EP because ‘it 
has still not allowed glasnost or perestroika to come near it’, is the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR).35 The EP asks its government - now that it has 
established relations with the EEC following the joint EEC/Comecon declaration 
- to fulfil the minimum criteria set by the 1975 Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE) in Helsinki. In particular it asks the GDR government 
to follow the example of a number of other communist states who have 
become far more liberal in terms of travel and exit permits than the GDR.36  

Yugoslavia 

The other country that suddenly appears on the radar of the EEC in the first half 
of 1989 is Yugoslavia. The revocation of Kosovo’s autonomy by Slobodan 
Milošević followed by the miners’ strike cause alarm since both events are seen 
as creating the danger of disequilibrium in a region that is considered a nerve 
centre when it comes to the stability of the European continent. Most MEPs do 
not think that Yugoslavia is on the threshold of civil war, nor that peace in 
Europe is threatened but they openly express their concerns about the most 
recent events. Despite underlining that Europe bears great responsibility 
towards Yugoslavia because it will be directly or indirectly affected by the 
possible break-out of an ethnic conflict in the Balkans, many MEPs stress it to 
be important to not get involved directly in Yugoslavia’s internal political 
conflicts. They think that the EP should rather be concerned with respect for 
human rights and the restoration of a climate of détente and calm as an 
essential prerequisite for any kind of sincere dialogue. Direct comparison is 
made with experiences in other European countries (Spain, Ireland), where the 
forceful suppression of justified demands for ethnic and cultural independence 
had not led to integration. Most groups believe that the EP is in a position to 
make such demands since it maintains special political, economic and financial 
relations with Yugoslavia.37  
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2. The situation in Poland 

The first sitting of the third parliamentary term is dominated by a very long 
discussion on the situation in Poland after which eight resolutions are passed.38 
It takes place after the semi-free elections on June 4, 1989 in which Solidarity 
won with an overwhelming majority electing Tadeusz Mazowiecki as leader of 
the first non-communist government in the Eastern bloc in August of the same 
year. It is one of the first debates during which oral questions are put jointly to 
the Commission and the Council. The EP expresses its hope that in future the 
Council will be represented more often when proposals put forward by the EP 
concern it as well. This is a criticism that will come back frequently in the next 
debates, in which the EP starts to increasingly assert its role in the decision-
making process of the EEC. It is no coincidence that the EP tries to reassure 
itself of its role as supervisor of the Commission particularly in the debate on 
the situation in Poland. During the 15th G7 Summit in Paris in July 1989 the 
Commission was given the role of coordinator of aid. The Community thus took 
centre stage, which is seen by the EP as a test of the EEC’s moral, institutional 
and organisational preparedness to take on the leadership in world affairs and 
to play an independent and decisive role instead of following along passively. It 
firmly believes that the fate of Eastern Europe does not depend exclusively on 
the interests of the two superpowers. It thus hopes that the Commission will 
not surrender the initiative completely to the US or to Japan and that it will put 
its own proposals forward at the next meeting of the 24 industrialized 
countries. This is why the declared aim of the debate is to have a joint 
resolution at the end that is ‘practical and substantive and not rhetorical and 
hyperbolic’ so that the Commission might feel supported unanimously by the 
whole Parliament.39 

 

                                                                                                                                                               
377/280. 
38 European Parliament debates of 14 September 1989 on the situation in Poland, No 2-380/177; 
Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 September 1989 on Poland, OJ C 256/152, 9 October 1989; 
Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 September 1989 on Poland, OJ C 256/153, 9 October 1989; 
Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 September 1989 on the political situation in Poland, OJ C 
256/154, 9 October 1989; Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 September 1989 on the situation in 
Poland, OJ C 256/155, 9 October 1989; Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 September 1989 on 
the situation in Poland, OJ C 256/156, 9 October 1989; Resolution of the European Parliament of 
15 September 1989 on Poland, OJ C 256/157, 9 October 1989; Resolution of the European Parliament of 
15 September 1989 on the situation in Poland, OJ C 256/158, 9 October 1989; Resolution of the European 
Parliament of 15 September 1989 on Poland, OJ C 256/159, 9 October 1989. 
39 Speech by José Mendes Bota, European Parliament debates of 14 September 1989, No 2-380/184. 
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The formation of a new government in Poland after relatively free elections is 
generally seen as a historic event, a miracle that 10 years before had been 
deemed impossible. According to the EP it proves ‘the strength of a non-violent 
policy, the strength of democracy and the strength of a people’s will’. 40  

Tadeusz Mazowiecki, Prime Minister of Poland, meets EP President Enrique Barón Crespo in Brussels, 1 
February 1990. © European Union, 1990 

 

At the same time it does not fail to underline that the Parliament was the first to 
support the Poles in their struggle for democratisation. Poland is again 
presented as a beacon of hope, as a pilot project whose success is significant 
also for the neighbouring countries. It is generally believed that the fate of 
Central and Eastern Europe and the establishment of more permanent 
economic and political cooperation depend on the successful outcome of the 
Polish experiment. It is feared that if economic reforms fail, then there is 
probably no chance for successful political reforms either. According to many 
MEPs the discontent and violence that might accompany this would sound the 
death-knell for perestroika and glasnost in the whole Eastern bloc. The 
repercussions of this might have the effect of weakening President Gorbachev 
himself to such an extent that he would be prevented from pressing on with 
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the fundamental reforms in the Soviet Union. This is the reason why most MEPs 
see the investment in Poland as an investment in democracy and in greater 
security, in short, as an investment for Europe. They think it is a small price to 
pay if in return the Cold War dynamics are lessened and savings in armaments 
investments are made.  

There is furthermore the strong feeling in all groups that ‘history will rightly 
judge this House as the voice of democratic Western Europe’ by the way it 
responds.41 It explains the sense of urgency connected to the general feeling 
that this is a window of opportunity and that the hope being placed in the new 
Polish government can rapidly dissipate unless there are clear signs of change. 
Many MEPs ask the Commission and the Council to do more for Poland; they 
believe the EEC should not continue with the policy of ‘wait and see’. Instead it 
should increase its level of assistance to the Central and Eastern European 
countries and make sure it is available sooner. The EP appeals to the Council 
and the Commission to increase its budget and deplores that under the 
Interinstitutional Agreement between the Council, the Commission and the 
Parliament the EP has no real scope to help Poland on the scale that may be 
required. Most orators stress the need for new trade and cooperation 
agreements, economic reform within the country, the resolution of Poland’s 
debt problem, the need of a privileged access to Western markets and the 
encouragement of investments.  

With its particular emphasis on the training of people who will take on 
leadership positions, expert advice and support, environmental issues and the 
reduction of expenditure on armaments, the EP tries to propagate a clearly 
different strategy to the one put forward by the Reagan Administration. In 
particular, the reduction of the foreign debt plays a prominent role in the 
discussion. It is a recurring topic (see also the debates on February 2, 1989 and 
on November 11, 1989) and is closely connected to one of the concerns of the 
EP: that Poland could become as dependent on the West as many Third World 
countries. Even if all groups share this concern, proposals on how to avoid this 
risk vary considerably: many MEPs talk about a European Marshall Plan, others 
about a genuine European plan using a ‘Marshall Method’. While right-wing 
groups think that aid should be free of all demands and conditions, most others 
propose tying help to definite expectations, namely evidence of some basic 
readjustments of the economic system and full implementation of the Helsinki 
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Agreements. They want to demonstrate that the EEC is more than just an 
economic grouping and that it is evolving as a vehicle for the promotion of 
international solidarity and respect for human rights. For that reason they 
perceive the excessive reservations by most Member States with regard to the 
amount of aid to be granted and the limited room of manoeuvre of the 
Commission with regards to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as 
worrying.42 

Despite this seemingly generous attitude shown by most groups, there are also 
a number of critical voices that want to review the choices made regarding the 
allocation of resources that EEC Member States have at their disposal. The Far-
Right in particular stresses that any moral obligations must be met in a 
reasonable manner which is economically feasible also for the Community. It 
underlines that ‘no penny is to be used to stabilize Communism’ and that it has 
to be ensured that the money sent actually benefits the people and not only a 
few officials.43 Also the Socialists call for more transparency on what is on offer, 
especially in light of the fact that the conversion of a planned economy to a 
free economy might entail many problems. They think it is illusory to suppose 
that the dismantling of a political system can take place without some 
resistance and point to risks posed by the existence of reactionary forces, 
growing anti-Semitism, the absence of coherent democratic political parties, 
the retention of important government portfolios by the former governing 
party, the apathy of citizens, the deplorable economic situation and the lack of 
healthcare. Not only the Socialists but also other members of groups from both 
the Right and the Left emphasize that the EEC has to pay particular attention to 
those factors that risk undermining the viability of the recent democratic 
developments. They call on the Commission and the Council to be patient with 
the new government, to be sensitive and encouraging while avoiding being 
paternalistic and self-seeking. The latter is mentioned several times by the 
Green parties, who believe that the attitude of many Western European 
governments is dictated by ulterior motives or self-interest. They accuse in 
particular West Germany of using the EEC to further its own expansionist 
policies by trying to incorporate Poland economically after its military invasion 
and subjugation had failed during WWII. They propose to release Poland from 
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its debt as a gesture of at least material compensation, whereby the size of the 
loan should reflect the scale of the Nazi war crimes against Poland.44 

References to history abound in this particular debate on September 14, 1989. 
Most speakers in their interventions mention the invasion of Poland by Hitler-
Germany and the Hitler-Stalin Pact. They refer to the particular responsibility of 
Germany and criticize that the West German government had not presented a 
real policy for political peace on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the start 
of the war. A certain degree of uncertainty over the question if the current 
Polish borders are going to be accepted by all German politicians characterises 
many speeches. At the same time there is also clear praise of the German 
contribution to political change in the form of Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik. The 
border issue comes back into the debate on September 15, 1989 in the 
Commission statement on Poland.45 German MEPs from the Socialist group 
stress that Western Germany has no territorial claims against Poland and 
explain that they regard this as a German contribution to stabilizing peace and 
democracy.  

 

3. East German refugees and the situation in the GDR 

This ‘contribution’ is particularly salient if one considers the particular situation 
Germany faces in September 1989 with Hungary unilaterally and without 
warning suspending the agreements concluded with East Germany and the 
other countries of the Warsaw Pact in 1969 and with hundreds of refugees 
fleeing the German Democratic Republic as a consequence. During the debate 
on September 14, 1989 on refugees from the GDR and in the following 
resolution, the EP recognizes that Hungary is taking unselfishly a grave risk in 
light of the events of 1956 and expresses its thanks to Hungary and Austria for 
acting courageously and in the spirit of humanitarian aid.46 It underlines that 
Hungary with this act of courage ‘has left the Eastern bloc and has returned to 
the common European motherland’.47  

As much as MEPs consider the developments in the GDR exciting, so too do 
they see them as a potential source of danger, thinking that it cannot be in the 
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mutual interest of East and West for there to be another shift in population in 
Central Europe. They vividly call on the Council to persuade the GDR 
government to join the reform movements in Poland and Hungary. The debate 
becomes heated when the Far-Right suggests that the fate of the German 
refugees is ignored and proposes to condemn the GDR by classifying it as an 
illegal state. This is criticized by the other groups, who accuse the Far-Right 
group of misusing the problems of the GDR as an excuse for purely ideological 
reasons. 

The debate shows that the question of German reunification is high on the 
European agenda shortly before the actual fall of the Berlin Wall. It is seen as a 
European problem which needs a European solution, not just a German one. 
The idea that Europe cannot afford to ignore the German peoples’ desire for 
unity comes back forcefully a month later in the second debate on East German 
refugees.48 This time the prospect of a united German state is expressed in 
terms of fear. As a result, German MEPs from different groups feel compelled to 
stress that any development in this direction must remain integrated in the 
wider European system of peace, security and cooperation and that there is no 
risk that Germany will leave the EEC at any point of time. There is the general 
feeling that Europe is irreversibly moving towards a new post-war system but 
also the recognition, in light of recent developments, that a common Ostpolitik 
is not enough to make perestroika irreversible and successful. What instead is 
needed, according to many MEPs, is European unity as a stabilizing factor for a 
joint Eastern but also a joint German policy. In this debate but also in most of 
the following ones, there is over and over again a call for speeding up the 
process of unification and for strengthening the institutions in the European 
Community. The creation of a political union that does not just give priority to 
managing the ECU and the promotion of Europe as an open Community with 
varied structures and varied forms of cooperation is considered one of the main 
priorities for the next years to come. The EP in this context is seen as making 
the necessary contribution to greater mutual trust and continued détente 
between East and West. 

The developments in the GDR are nevertheless also seen with concern. Many 
MEPs are worried that a situation is developing that might have a damaging 
effect on the climate of cooperation and stability in Europe. According to them, 
the EEC should on no account attempt to exploit the situation and should 

                                                           
48 European Parliament debates of 12 October 1989 on East German refugees, No 3-381/167. 



32 

 

consider very carefully what to do. Most groups agree that the EP should 
support the popular movement for more freedom and democracy in the GDR 
to help it on its way to an independent development instead of further 
encouraging the flight of citizens.  

 

4. The fall of the Berlin Wall 

Surprisingly there are no major debates on Central and Eastern Europe in the 
period between mid-October and mid-November 1989. The next key debate is 
the one on November 22, 1989 and the vote a day later on a resolution on the 
recent developments in Central and Eastern Europe.49 In the meantime the 
Hungarian constitution had been amended to allow for a multi-party political 
system and free elections. And on November 9, 1989 the Berlin Wall had fallen.  

The importance of this very long debate is marked by the fact that for the first 
time two members of the Council, François Mitterrand and Helmut Kohl, report 
to the EP on the special session of the Council held in Paris the previous 
Saturday. It is welcomed by the EP as sign of the democratic transformation of 
the European institutions outside the framework of any Treaty revision. It is 
interpreted as recognition of the Assembly’s growing role in the decision-
making process. It is therefore not surprising that considerable debate space is 
taken up by discussions concerning the future of the Community and the 
actual powers of the Parliament. Most speakers propose that the EEC should 
rapidly become a genuine political Community by moving ahead in relations 
on a functional basis with agreements in areas of clear common interest (i.e. 
the environment), creating a social Europe that will act as a magnet of 
attraction to other countries. Some propose a federal Europe (the Liberal and 
Democratic Reformist group LDR), others believe that the EEC must progress 
towards an integrated Europe based on a constitution (the European People’s 
Party EPP). Everybody is convinced that the current organizational forms of the 
Community are no longer adequate to cope with the new challenges. It is very 
much felt that this is a historic moment that was thought to be impossible only 
six weeks before and that perhaps even marks the political birth of the 
Parliament. There is nevertheless some disagreement on the question of who 
deserves credit for the most recent developments. Some MEPs from the 
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conservative and liberal groups stress that the developments did not come out 
of thin air; the EP had hoped for these developments but had also helped to 
shape them. These MPs are convinced that the EP has shown itself to be a 
European vanguard when it comes to developments in Europe and believe that 
it must also be in the front line compared to the Commission and the Council in 
seeking without prejudice the right way of giving a clear and precise evaluation 
of them. The Socialists and Greens (V) on the contrary respond that the EP 
should steer clear of any self-righteousness, sense of superiority and 
Eurocentrism and emphasize that the recent developments were not triggered 
by the West but by Gorbachev, Brandt, and an independent force of citizens 
from Central and Eastern European countries.50  

Despite those differences in opinion, all groups agree that the EEC should take 
on a an active role and show that it does not only provide emergency aid but is 
also prepared for measures of wide-ranging economic, ecological and scientific 
cooperation between East and West. Many MEPs believe that the task ahead is 
‘nothing more than laying the foundations of the new international order, that 
of the 21st century’51 and that it would be very serious if Europe in the face of 
the ‘greatest historical, political and cultural happening put petty trade 
considerations first and failed to grasp the concrete opportunity for a new era 
with new roads opening up’.52 Otherwise there might be the risk that very alert 
competitors (namely Japan and Korea) exploit the situation. The opinions on 
what exactly ‘grasping the opportunity’ should look like, vary. There are 
particularly ardent discussions on a question that had appeared also in 
previous debates, namely whether the EEC should make its aid and 
cooperation policy dependent on certain conditions. The left-wing parties 
especially fear that if aid is being made conditional on accepting the Western 
system down to the last detail, it will turn into a sort of patronage that destroys 
those social attributes of Central and Eastern Europe that could actually 
contribute to the building of a social Europe in the West. Aid should therefore 
be different from so-called development aid to the Third World countries, 
otherwise it might create a complex web of dependency. At the same time, it 
should be made clear that support for Eastern Europe is not going to be to the 
detriment of aid to developing countries. The idea of a European Marshall Plan 
is voiced again in this debate. Knowing that this time there will be no American 
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aid programme, MEPs think that the Council will have to accept the dimension 
and vocabulary of a European Marshall Plan at some point of time. Even though 
the Socialists warn that references to the original Marshall Plan and tendencies 
to imitate political interventions and practices reminiscent of that past should 
perhaps be avoided, most MEPs want aid to be organized at Community level. 
Behind this is the attempt of the EP to again assert its position in contrast to the 
US and the Soviet Union.53 

The planned meeting of Mikhail Gorbachev and George Bush in Malta later in 
the year certainly triggers a number of comments that refer both to the role the 
EEC should play providing aid and to the future of the security landscape. Most 
MEPs think that the EEC should not accept that the problems and the future of 
Europe are decided by agreements entered into between the Soviet Union and 
the United States. They believe that European security interests especially 
cannot be determined by interests other than Europe’s own and call on the US 
to limit their military presence in Europe. The Rainbow group (ARC) draws 
attention to the fact that during the debate not a word was said about 
disarmament and threaten to vote against the resolution if no reference is 
made to the abolition and removal of nuclear weapons.54 Some MEPs from the 
Green and the Socialist groups furthermore wonder if the commitments under 
the Atlantic Treaty should be called into question or whether other countries 
should be encouraged to leave the Warsaw Pact. However, most groups believe 
that both the Warsaw and the NATO Pact should remain in place because 
according to them they give Europe a guarantee of stability that is seen as 
absolutely vital in the current situation.  

Given those marked security concerns, it is not surprising that during the 
debate the question of German reunification is also very much framed in these 
terms. It is by far the most discussed subject and occupies a considerable 
amount of space during the debate. However, compared to later debates in 
1990, what is striking is the evident attempt to keep controversial discussions 
at bay. It is continuously emphasized that the question about the future of the 
two Germanys is open and that no one has it on the agenda for political debate 
at the moment. Many MEPs believe that not immediately but only ‘one day we 
shall have to address the question of the political relations between the two 

                                                           
53 European Parliament debates of 22 November 1989 on events in Central and Eastern Europe, No 3-
383/151. 
54 In the end, the Rainbow group votes for the resolution. Only the Far-Left (CG) abstains because it 
wanted to see more commitment to disarmament. 
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Germanys and of the return of Berlin to the status of a free and united city’.55 
Until then MEPs believe that the right to self-determination of the German 
people is unquestionable but that it should not be the first thing to talk about 
because it might block reforms in the East and raise doubts about the process 
of European unity. Most speakers stress particularly the last aspect: that the 
unification of the German people is to be resolved within the sphere of 
European unity. They believe that only the rapid building of a political Europe 
will be able to provide the framework for the peaceful political reunification of 
the two Germanys and thus echo what had been said in previous debates by 
German MEPs. Fears that Germany might go its own separate way or that it 
might reclaim the 1937 borders are voiced particularly by the Rainbow group 
and the Greens. Both groups want a reformed GDR and not a simple extension 
of the Federal Republic dressed up as reunification. They are particularly 
concerned about Germany’s concentrated economic and military power that 
had already provoked two world wars. They actually criticize the fact that there 
have not been clear enough statements on this and that the topic is not at all 
on the agenda. The EPP is of a similar opinion, albeit for different reasons: the 
German MEPs in particular think that not addressing the issue might be 
interpreted as hostility which could lead to an explosion of nationalism in the 
GDR that might destabilize the whole European system.56 

 

The discussion shows clearly that the EP underestimated the speed of 
development in Central and Eastern Europe. Nobody had foreseen the fall of 
the Berlin Wall and evidently nobody in November 1989 was expecting the two 
Germanys to unite in the near future. The same is true for the prospect of 
accession of the Central and Eastern European countries. Having been evoked 
more than once as the desirable next step in previous debates, discussions 
about enlargement at the end of 1989 suddenly become very cautious. MEPs 
still think that accession might be the right answer but do not want to put 
forward ideas now that could divide the Community.  They believe that 
association agreements or expansion of the free trade area might be the better 
solution.57 

                                                           
55 Speech by Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, European Parliament debates of 22 November 1989, No 3-383/151. 
56 European Parliament debates of 22 November 1989 on events in Central and Eastern Europe, No 3-
383/151. 
57 European Parliament debates of 22 November 1989 on events in Central and Eastern Europe, No 3-
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On 9 November 1989, the GDR opened its border to the West. Residents of West Berlin welcomed first 
visitors from East Berlin with hugs.© Bundesregierung / Klaus Lehnartz  

 

Critical voices furthermore highlight the fact that it might be premature to 
lower the guard and that prudence is still necessary with regard to leaders who 
still have to provide evidence of their good faith, far-sightedness in the face of a 
situation in which the decline of imperialism might leave the field free for the 
re-emergence of nationalism, and fundamentalism and caution with regard to 
a military situation where the balance remains precarious. Most MEPs are 
nevertheless convinced that Europe should look to the future, and that the 
ghosts of the past should not paralyse the decision-making of the EP today.58 

 

5. Romania 

As in 1988, 1989 also ends with a debate and resolution on Romania.59 The 
debate takes place on December 14, 1989, only two days before the Romanian 

                                                           
58 European Parliament debates of 22 November 1989 on events in Central and Eastern Europe, No 3-
383/151. 
59 European Parliament debates of 14 December 1989 on Romania, No 3-384/220; Resolution of the 
European Parliament of 14 December 1989 on Romania, OJ C 15/328, 22 January 1990. 
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communist regime is being overthrown and its leader Ceausescu executed. 
MEPs unanimously note with concern that Romania’s repressive totalitarian 
regime is becoming more and more isolated, prejudicing the democratisation 
process under way in the other East European nations. They call on the 
Commission to press Romania hard on both the diplomatic and trade levels by 
withdrawing ambassadors and by denouncing all trade agreements, while 
expressing disbelief and indignity at the fact that the international community 
has tolerated Ceausescu’s oppressive policies for so long.60  

III – 1990 – The beginning of a new era 
 
1. (Economic) Relations with Central and Eastern Europe 

As the events in Central and Eastern Europe unfold, debates turn more and 
more to the question of (economic) relations between the EEC and the former 
communist bloc. 1990 starts with an open clash between the Commission and 
the Parliament. During the debate on the Commission statement on Eastern 
Europe in January 17, 1990, the Commission is reproached for the way it has 
behaved in relation to the trade agreement with the Soviet Union.61 The EP 
feels that it gets unduly rushed into decisions (i.e. about the medium-term 
financial assistance programme for Hungary) and is not informed enough 
about ongoing discussions. It makes it very clear that it does not want to be 
treated as a rubber stamp and reserves the right to keep a close eye on the 
performance of the Commission.  

The Parliament nevertheless welcomes the fact that the Commission wants to 
extend the existing network of trade and cooperation agreements and add 
possible forms of association and asks explicitly how exactly the EP can be 
involved in discussions on the new agreements, enabling it to fulfil its role as an 
authoritative body. Even though it generally speaking supports the initiatives 
of the Commission, it points to a number of possible problems: it stresses that 
the new agreements should under no circumstances act at the expense of 
economic and social cohesion in the rest of Europe, particularly in the south. 

                                                           
60 The Commission confirms that negotiations on the trade and economic cooperation agreement remain 
suspended but does not think that it would be appropriate to denounce the agreements already in force 
or to break off all contacts with the Romanian authorities. 
61 European Parliament debates of 17 January 1990 on the Commission statement on Eastern Europe, No 
3-385/130. 
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The Commission is asked in particular to make it clear to everyone that 
‘Gorbachev’s common home cannot have Grade A or Grade B tenants’.62 

Funds should furthermore be closely monitored. They should be used 
exclusively to foster a market-led economy and the initiation of a process of 
cultural integration, dialogue and exchange of information. According to the 
EP, Central and Eastern Europe needs permanent structural changes and less 
philanthropy, more modern economic and political management and less 
temporary relief. It openly warns of the IMF’s heavy hand and wonders what 
the point of being the world’s leading trading and economic power is if it is 
incapable of making its voice heard by international institutions.  

It also emphasizes that the political problem is just as great as the economic 
one. There is no doubt that newly elected political parties in Central and 
Eastern Europe need resources to project and proclaim their programmes. The 
question of whether this support should be given before or after elections, 
however divides the Parliament and leads to heavy discussions on January 18, 
1990 during the debate on a resolution that had been withdrawn by the 
European People’s Party and the European Democratic group (ED) for lack of 
support.63 Members from both the EPP and the ED express their disbelief and 
disappointment at this. They reproach the Socialists of willingly wanting to give 
an advantage to the current ruling parties by making sure that assistance only 
comes into play once the parliaments concerned have been elected. The Far-
Right accuses the Socialist group of simply concealing their spiritual affinity 
with Communism by making sure that ‘turn-coats’ remain in government. The 
Socialists respond that they do not need lectures from either side about 
hypocrisy or democracy.  

 

2. From economic to political relations  

The idea that there is more at stake than simply the transformation of an 
economic system, returns in the following debates on relations between the 
EEC and the CEECs.64 If the initial discussions revolved around the question of 
economic aid and the danger of creating a market economy that is dominated 
entirely by Western capitalist interests, in the following debates the focus shifts. 

                                                           
62 Speech by Cristiana Muscardini, European Parliament debates of 17 January 1990, No 3-385/130. 
63 European Parliament debates of 18 January 1990 on the situation in Eastern Europe (Vote), No 3-
385/267. 
64 European Parliament debates of 10 July 1990 on the relations between the EEC and the countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, No 3-392/29. 
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An element that had already been present before, takes centre stage, namely 
the need to also foster scientific and technological cooperation in order to 
close the economic and social gap between East and West. The aim is to help 
the CEECs to break through their isolation resulting from the old political 
system and thus prevent any further brain drain. This would allow them to 
mobilise their human capital, take on a role as responsible partners instead of 
being treated as simple beneficiaries of hand-outs. Cooperation should not 
only take place in the economic and technological area but more thought 
should be placed also into the establishment of more ambitious forms of 
contractual relations in the political and security field. One of the main tasks the 
EP sees for the future is to seek a common security system that would allow 
swift progress towards ending the old opposing Cold War systems of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) on the one hand and the Warsaw Pact on 
the other. Even if everybody agrees on this in principle, no group puts forward 
concrete proposals on how the establishment of a new genuinely European 
peace-keeping system might look like. Only the Rainbow group proposes to 
develop the CSCE into a permanent organisation that in the long run could 
replace NATO and the Warsaw Pact.  

The idea that the Twelve are too restricted a body to formulate future political 
relationships within Europe and that the EEC should leave some tasks to other 
international organisations, is not new. It had been proposed before that Intra-
State bodies such as the UN Commission for Europe, the CSCE, the European 
Security and Cooperation Conference and the Council of Europe could provide 
a better framework for wide-ranging cooperation.65 Whenever these concerns 
are voiced, the next item of discussion is usually enlargement. Even if all groups 
had become much more cautious talking about the prospect of former 
communist countries joining the EEC since 1989, the topic was not off the table. 
Particularly the Rainbow group continued to question if priority should be 
given to further EEC integration. In their view, the EEC should rather put a stop 
to the construction of a union in favour of wide and all-embracing free trade 
and cooperation agreements under the EFTA umbrella. But the Liberals also 
fear that full membership to the union will not be possible because of the 
backwardness of the Eastern economies, the state of public opinion in the West 
and the interests of the Soviet Union and Russia. Instead of joining the EEC at 

                                                           
65 European Parliament debates of 18 January 1990 on the situation in Eastern Europe (Vote), No 3-
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some point of time, they propose that Central and Eastern European countries 
should create their own community.  

Despite these proposals that can be seen as relativizing the EEC’s engagement 
to a certain extent, there is at the same time a strong feeling that the 
Community should create a suitable structure for communication between the 
EP and the elected representatives of the Central and Eastern European 
countries. This might ensure that the Western hopes of the CEECs are not 
disappointed, and that the USA and Japan do not ‘graze off all the grass in our 
backyard’.66 

 

3. Poland, the GDR and German unification  

The problem of matching very high expectations with the reality of what can 
be delivered in practice is mentioned in almost every debate on Poland.67 It is 
striking that in all debates on delivering support to Central and Eastern Europe, 
Poland continues to occupy a central place. It can certainly be explained by the 
previously mentioned position of Poland as a test-case and the fear that the 
austerity programme which the new government put into place to a large 
extent at the demand of the Western European countries might turn the very 
people who brought it to power against it. It can also be traced back to the 
special responsibility felt towards Poland because of the West’s historic failure 
to prevent the invasion by Nazi-Germany in 1939. There is the strong feeling 
that the EEC is not only responsible for ensuring the economic and political 
wellbeing of Poland but also for protecting the security of its borders.  

How closely the border-question is connected to the question of German 
unification becomes evident in debates both on relations between the EEC and 
Poland and the EEC and the GDR.68In all debates in particular the German MEPs 
from all groups underline that no one wants to re-establish a Greater Germany 
within the 1937 borders. They openly criticize the German chancellor Helmut 
Kohl for not taking a clear stand on this for fear of losing votes and express 
regret for the fact that Kohl’s government has approached the East German 
issue from the point of view of domestic political advantage with unnecessary 

                                                           
66 Speech by Jessica Larive, European Parliament debates of 10 July 1990, No 3-392/29. 
67 European Parliament debates of 14 February 1990 on Relations between the EEC and Poland, No 3-
386/144; European Parliament debates of 14 February 1990 on Relations between the EEC and Poland 
(continuation), No 3-386/151; European Parliament debates of 15 February 1990 on Relations between the 
EEC and Poland (continuation), No 3-386/247. 
68 European Parliament debates of 16 March 1990 on EEC-GDR, No 3-388/278; European Parliament 
debates of 13 July 1990 on Trade with the GDR, No 3-392/305. 
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posturing over German frontiers. Instead they propagate German unity as an 
opportunity to establish new security structures in Europe and stress over and 
over again that the strengthened links between the GDR and the FRG must be 
integrated into the European context. This conviction is also expressed in the 
resolution passed on April 4, 1990 on the impact on the European Community 
of the German unification process. 69 

That the prospect of German unity suddenly acquired greater salience 
compared to the preceding months can be seen by the fact that the EP set up 
an ad-hoc committee to deal with unification and passed a resolution dealing 
specifically with the parliamentary procedures applicable to consideration of 
the German unification process.70 MEPs clearly felt passed over by the 
Commission when it initiated the agreement between the EEC and the GDR 
and express their disappointment at the fact that they were not given the 
opportunity to deliver an opinion on the negotiating mandate granted to the 
Commission.  

 

4. Lithuania and Romania 

Despite the heightened attention towards the GDR, many MEPs are equally 
convinced that the German question must not obscure the EEC’s responsibility 
towards the other countries of Eastern Europe. One of them is Lithuania, which 
had declared independence on March 11, 1990. Initial reactions are – besides 
the Far-Right, who blames the EEC for not having recognized Lithuania’s 
independence de facto and de jure already long time ago - quite cautious. 
MEPs express the wish to not inflame the highly sensitive situation in Lithuania 
and view with approval that a dialogue between Soviet authorities and the 
leaders of the freely elected Parliament of Lithuania is developing. They 
nevertheless voice their reservations for a situation that reminds them too 
much of 1956 and the Hungarian national uprising when ‘the Soviets waited for 
four days and then struck because they knew that the West would not take any 
further action’.71 They see Lithuania as a test of the sincerity of Gorbachev’s 

                                                           
69 Resolution of the European Parliament of 4 April 1990 by the temporary committee to study the impact 
on the European Community of the German unification process, OJ C 113/98, 7 May 1990. 
70 Resolution of the European Parliament of 15 February 1990 on the setting-up of a temporary committee 
on ‘examination of the impact of the process of unification of Germany on the European Community’, OJ 
C 68/145, 19 March 1990; Resolution of the European Parliament of 11 July 1990 on the parliamentary 
procedures applicable to consideration of the German unification process, OJ C 231/91, 17 September 
1990. 
71 Speech by Otto von Habsburg, European Parliament debates of 5 April 1990, No 3-389/245. 
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pledges and thus want to send an unequivocal signal to the Soviet government 
that the economic agreement between the Soviet Union and the EEC will be 
bound to be put into question if Soviet military repression continues. As in all 
previous and following debates on the Baltic States, MEPs precede their 
interventions with two remarks: a) that the Baltic States are different from the 
rest of the Central and Eastern European countries because none of the EEC 
Member States had legally recognized the Soviet occupation of the Baltic 
States in 1940 and their subsequent incorporation into the USSR after WWII, 
and b) that they were among the first to back Coudenhouve-Kaergi’s call for 
pan-European union, which gives them a sort of ‘European birthright’. 

Fireworks in front of the Reichstag building celebrating German unification, 3 October 1990. © 
Bundesregierung / Engelbert Reineke  

 

There is very little disagreement on the need to express clear disapproval of the 
Soviet aggression and to support Lithuania. What triggers a heated debate is 
the wider question of the right to self-determination. The motions for a 
resolution tabled by the different groups indeed show that there is 
disagreement of what exactly the right to self-determination means. While 
members of the Rainbow group accuse the left-wing groups of using the 
opportunity to attack the right to self-determination as the presumed and fatal 
source of a wave of nationalism in Europe, the EPP thinks that patriotism and 
nationalism should not be confused and the Socialists emphasize that national 
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self-determination must not necessarily lead to renewed nationalism. 
Particularly the Far-Left (CG) stresses that it would be detrimental to peace in 
Europe if the EP gave signals to Lithuania or any of the other Baltic States that 
unilateral declarations of independence, regardless of their consequences, 
would automatically gain the unquestioning support of the Parliament.72 
Discussions about the price to be paid for national self-determination will come 
back in late 1990 and the beginning of 1991 in connection with the Baltic states 
and Yugoslavia. 

The other country dominating several debates and resolutions in 1990 is again 
Romania.73 It remains the ‘problem child’ of the EP. MEPs are more concerned 
about the signs of political instability in Romania than in any other Central and 
Eastern European country. They fear that the country is developing a fictitious 
democracy in which power continues to be controlled by former members of 
the Communist Party and in which the concept of free elections and social 
democracy have been twisted. For this reason the EP proposes in May 1990 to 
link the Community’s aid programme to the conduct of free and fair elections. 
While humanitarian aid should continue, it should be distributed exclusively by 
NGOs in order to avoid diversions by government officials.  

Only one month later and in light of the violent clashes that happened during 
and after the elections, the EP demands that negotiations with Romania will be 
broken off instantly, that the trade agreement with Romania should be 
suspended, that the proposal to include Romania in the PHARE programme 
should be postponed and that the Commission should consider very carefully 
its position concerning the aid and trade deal it is negotiating with the country. 
It expresses its disappointment with the lukewarm response of most European 
governments and underlines that it is time for vigorous measures if it wants to 
prevent such actions from catching on and threatening the democratisation 
process in the whole of Europe.  
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5. Cooperation with the USSR 

Change in the Soviet Union happened so rapidly that reports frequently make 
reference to a situation that has transformed in the meantime. This is 
particularly pronounced in the case of relations with the USSR. This might be 
one of the reasons why the tone used between Parliament and Commission 
again becomes slightly impatient. While the EP welcomes the rapid action of 
the Commission in response to the processes of democratisation in the USSR 
and the CEECs, it criticises that the speed of the Commission’s proposals and 
EPs decisions has not been matched by similar rapidity in putting them into 
operation. According to many MEPs, major advances can only be seen in the 
liberalisation of trade. When it comes to the distribution of aid, community 
procedures are too complex, with the result that aid often does not reach its 
targets. MEPs furthermore reproach the Commission for not putting forward 
any specific proposals on how the USSR and the other Eastern European 
countries can be helped in the restructuring of their economies and on how an 
economic gap between the Soviet Union and the rest of Europe can be 
prevented from emerging. They underline that the EP had proposed a number 
of actions in previous resolutions and wonder why the Commission had not 
paid attention to this. In particular they point out that the kind of nationalism 
which is emerging in the Soviet Union often has its roots in social problems. 
Most groups therefore emphasise again the need to go beyond simple 
economic considerations and instead establish cooperation in the employment 
and vocational guidance sector. The Commission answers those reproaches 
with hesitancy. If in July it had fully endorsed the Penders Report74 on political 
developments in Central and Eastern Europe and the Larive Report75 on 
scientific and technological cooperation, during the October debate it 
emphasises that not one ECU had been set aside for the Soviet Union and that 
it therefore cannot and should not arouse any expectations.  

The difference between the approach to Central and Eastern European 
countries on the one hand and the USSR on the other, is very evident and will 
become even more pronounced as soon as the so-called Europe Agreements 
between the EEC and Hungary, Poland and Czechoslovakia are signed. 
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6. The Europe Agreements 

The EP wants the negotiations on the Europe Agreements to start as quickly as 
possible and welcomes in particular that, following immediately from the trade 
and cooperation agreements, the Commission is already poised to enter into 
negotiations on association. The Commission indeed notices that they are 
witnessing something new, namely that even before already concluded 
agreements are being put into effect, every effort is being made to arrive at 
new agreements. It feels that this is the time to grasp a political opportunity 
and that the accelerating pace of events should be matched by an equally 
accelerating speed of action. The EP also sees this as a unique chance in history 
to restructure Europe and as a historic task that is comparable only to the one 
accomplished at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s when the 
Southern European countries joined. This is, however, also the reason why 
MEPs are disappointed that no mention is made in these agreements on 
possible membership.76 Two main arguments are put forward for the need to 
think about accession: on the one hand the belief that the future of Western 
economies lays in the East and on the other that the further Europe extends its 
borders eastwards, the more secure Western Europe will be. This argument will 
come back frequently in 1991, a year characterised by several crises that 
threaten Europe’s integrity.77 

 

IV – 1991 – The end of the Cold War 
 
1. The Baltic States 

1991 is dominated almost entirely by two events: the crisis in the Baltic States 
and the beginning of the Yugoslav Wars. Both put the carefully sought 
equilibrium after 1989 at serious risk. The first debate in the New Year takes 
place shortly after the Soviet army had violently crushed demonstrations in 
Lithuania and Latvia.78 All groups in the EP condemn the aggression in the 
strongest terms, believing that the statement originally issued by Council had 

                                                           
76 The EP originally had very ambitious goals for some countries: They foresaw association agreements in 
1991, followed by negotiations on accession in 1993 and accession before the year 2000. 
77 European Parliament debates of 22 November 1990 on Agreements EEC – Hungary, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, No 3-396/279; Resolution of the European Parliament of 23 November 1990 on 
Association Agreements with Hungary, Poland, and Czechoslovakia (Europe Agreements), OJ C 324/341, 
24 December 1990. 
78 European Parliament debates of 21 January 1991 on the situation in the Baltic States, No 3-398/31. 
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been too soft. They voice their disillusionment with Gorbachev, who has 
‘thrown off his mask’ destroying persistent illusions in the West.79 Since the 
debate takes place right after the debate on the Gulf War, MEPs compare the 
two situations and stress that the EP cannot condemn crimes in distant Iraq and 
condone crimes in Europe similar to those committed by Saddam Hussein. 
Parallels are also drawn to the situation in Budapest in 1956 and to Prague in 
1968, warning that Soviet action in the Baltic States might not be an exception. 
There is the evident fear that an attitude of wait-and-see might trigger the 
repetition of the situation experienced in 1956. MEPs thus draw attention to 
the fact that there are Soviet troops stationed in Poland and Germany, that the 
situation in the Soviet Union is far from stable and that ethnic violence and civil 
war might just be below the surface. They underline that the EP has no interest 
in the collapse of the Soviet Union but rather wants a peaceful and rapid 
disbandment of the Soviet states. 

© Rimantas Lazdynas (Own work) [GFDL (http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html) or CC-BY-SA-3.0 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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interesting to note that most MEPs suddenly use the same words that the Far-Right had always used with 
reference to Gorbachev ( i.e. in European Parliament debates of 05 April 1990 on Lithuania, No 3-389/245). 
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Even if all groups agree that nothing should be done that could undermine the 
forces for democratization, there is disagreement on the next steps to be taken. 
While the left-wing groups think that the suspension or reduction of aid to the 
Soviet Union might jeopardize perestroika and drive citizens into the hands of 
the reactionary forces, the right-wing groups are in favour of freezing all funds. 
The Rainbow group proposes to keep humanitarian aid but to suspend all 
other Community aid. The vote taking place three days later clearly reflects this 
division.80 Even if all groups found a compromise for the joint resolution on the 
situation in the Baltic States81, critical voices in the Socialist group regret that a 
clear condemnation of attitudes towards unilateral independence has not been 
included in the motion and still think the financial measures taken to be 
extremely unjust.82  

 

The question of how to deal with requests for independence will occupy the 
Parliament also in the next debates on both the Baltics and Yugoslavia. Moving 
from vivid debates on the definition of self-determination in 1990, discussions 
in 1991 rotate increasingly around the question on how to deal with those 
requests. Seeing efforts towards independence in the various republics as a 
potential destabilising factor, MEPs increasingly wonder if a structure on the 
pan-European level can be created that could provide a peaceful means of 
satisfying demands for independence and autonomy. They therefore criticise 
the refusal of the Soviet Union to allow the situation in the Baltic countries to 
be placed on the agenda for the CSCE process and support the fact that 
discussions are taking place also in the United Nations Commission on Human 
Rights and the Council of Europe. The EP feels that it has a special duty to keep 
discussions on the Baltic States alive within those forums especially since 
attention has been distracted by the situation in the Gulf region. Again parallels 
are drawn to the situation in 1956 when the Anglo-French invasion of Suez 
overshadowed the Hungarian revolution and its brutal repression. 

After the first strong reactions in the aftermath of the violent ‘January events’, 
the Parliament becomes more cautious. If in the first debate only the European 

                                                           
80 European Parliament debates of 24 January 1991 on the situation in the Baltic States (Explanations of 
Vote), No 3-398/246. 
81 Replacing resolutions Docs. B3-64/91, B3-69/91, B3-107/91, B3-121/91, B3-122/91 and B3-124/91 with a 
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United Left (GUE) called for a more careful approach, already in February, most 
groups press for moderation in light of the delicacy of the international political 
situation and the potential repercussions of the Gulf War for the Soviet Union.83 
They are afraid of the immediate threat of a coup d’état in favour of a non-
ideological but military dictatorship and urge the Bureau to send a delegation 
to the Baltic States that can assess the situation. The latter is proposed because 
the Parliament feels that it continues to not receive enough information and is 
kept deliberately in the dark by the Council and the Commission. Expressions of 
disappointment about the fact that the Council tends to be absent during the 
EP debates, are recurrent in almost all contributions. Most of them link the 
process of democratisation in Central and Eastern Europe directly to the 
question of democratisation at home, expressing the fear that the Parliament’s 
right of participation remains a mere formality on paper. 

It might thus not be a coincidence that in the following months the Council 
attends more and more plenary meetings of the EP. In the debate on February 
21, 1991 for example the President in Office reports to the EP on the outcome 
of the troika meetings and the Soviet Union’s reply to questions on human 
rights.84 He shares the EP’s concern about the Soviet Union’s refusal to 
recognize the referendum in Lithuania as a basis for independence under 
international law, calls on those involved to sit down at the negotiating table 
and agrees that the EEC with its experience when it comes to independence 
movements and autonomous regions could help the Soviet Union in its 
attempt to draw up a new statute for its union. 

The tone adopted in the Parliament becomes again harsher during the debate 
on June 13, 1991 with clear calls for sanctions against the Soviet Union.85 In 
light of the recent acts of violence in the Baltics the debate is termed ‘topical 
and urgent’ and is preceded by a discussion if it should be classified under the 
heading of ‘human rights’ or ‘political questions’. MEPs do not think that it is a 
coincidence that renewed attacks have taken place after the Community 
agreed to release financial support to the Soviet Union and after President 
Gorbachev received his invitation to the G7 talks. They therefore ask the 
Commission again to grant technical aid only if the questions of self-
determination, constitutionality and human rights figure in every negotiation 
the Soviet Union conducts with the other republics.  

                                                           
83 European Parliament debates of 6 February 1991 on developments in the Baltic States, No 3-400/13. 
84 European Parliament debates of 21 February 1991 on the Baltic States, No 3-401/260. 
85 European Parliament debates of 13 June 1991 on the Baltic States, No 3-406/268. 
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2. Deepening  relations with Romania, Bulgaria, Poland and 
Czechoslovakia 

 

This prerogative underlies also the following two discussions on the supplies of 
agricultural products to the USSR, Romania, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia.86 
MEPs make very clear that these countries should not be dealt with en bloc. 
While the developments in Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia are evaluated as 
mostly positive, the EP notes that since the Council outlined its cooperation 
policy in December, the situation in the USSR has not changed for the better. It 
believes that it is high time for the EEC to adopt a coherent policy vis-à-vis the  

Václav Havel, President of Czechoslovakia, is received by EP President Enrique Barón Crespo in 
Strasbourg, 20 March 1991. © European Union, 1991 

Soviet Union that takes into account the current political situation but does not 
attach any political conditions to food aid. It heavily criticizes the Commission 

                                                           
86 European Parliament debates of 19 February 1991 on supplies of agricultural products to the USSR, 
Romania, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia, No 3-401/64; European Parliament debates of 19 February 1991 on 
supplies of agricultural products to the USSR, Romania, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia, No 3-401/98. 
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for being inconsistent when progressing from the policy formulation stage to 
the practical implementation of the measures. It furthermore denounces the 
Council’s long delay in following last summer’s announcement of a series of 
urgent measures of support for the Soviet Union. In particular the rapporteur 
Lamassoure warns that the guarantee for loans has to be followed by a budget 
appropriation and denounces that a ‘bad habit has crept in of discussing funds 
that are not available, making grand political statements that are not consistent 
with the available financial resources’.87 A call for proper budgetary precautions 
and the need to get a contingency reserve into the budget to cover the 
increasing number of liabilities reappears in the report by Tomlinson presented 
in February 1991.88 It draws particular attention to the risk run by guaranteeing 
European Investment Bank (EIB) loans against an entry in the budget for which 
there is no financial provision. Again the Council and the Commission are 
criticized for entering into commitments with no thought for their financial 
implications, giving the impression that the current policy is somewhat 
improvised and inconsistent.  

While MEPs agree that Community guarantees should be extended to 
Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria, concerns are voiced with regards to Romania. 
Eight months had passed since the blocking of the cooperation agreement that 
had been initialled in May 1990 (discussed above). Its suspension is clearly still 
seen as the right decision, however, not all MEPs believe that it is already time 
to free Romania from its isolation. While some fear that, if the trade agreement 
is not signed, the EP will be accused of allowing the continuation of conditions 
favourable to parties interested in destabilizing the situation, others believe 
that the EEC would no longer have any leverage as far as human rights are 
concerned, if it did. In particular the EPP and the LDR express serious 
reservations and propose to ‘delay not to deny’.89 A settlement is reached with 
the proposal to use the trade and economic cooperation agreement to monitor 
progress with the possibility to suspend it if developments are not satisfactory. 
The prospect of an association agreement could then be used as a ‘carrot’ to 
further encourage the democratic process. 

 

                                                           
87 Speech by Alain Lamassoure, European Parliament debates of 19 February 1991, No 3-401/98. 
88 Report on behalf of the Committee on Budgets on the proposal from the Commission to the Council for 
a decision extending to the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic, Bulgaria and Romania the Community 
guarantee to the European Investment Bank against losses under loans for projects in Hungary and 
Poland, Historical Archives PE3 AP RP/BUDG.1991 A3-0035/91 0010. 
89 Speech by Jessica Larive, European Parliament debates of 19 February 1991, No 3-401/98. 
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The association agreements are indeed signed a few months later. Their 
signature is seen as an important historical step forward in the development of 
the new political map and institutional structure of Europe and is considered a 
visible sign of the changes of political direction that had occurred in Central 
and Eastern Europe. During the preceding debate, a number of arguments that 
had already been voiced in 1990 are being repeated, namely that what is at 
stake is the future of the continent, its security, and its economic, political and 
social stability.90 Given the rate of change in Central and Eastern Europe, the EP 
feels that the European Community must give an adequate political response if 
it wants to stabilize the reform process.  

(from left to right) Pavel Tigrid, Alexandr Vondra, Guido Naets, Václav Havel, Michael Žantovský and 
Vladimír Dlouhý at the European Parliament in Brussels, 20 March 1991. © European Union, 1991 

 

The association agreements are seen as the right middle way offering a political 
foundation and political protection to the CEECs without exposing them 
immediately to the open market. A too- rapid enlargement of the Community is 
considered as potentially having a disruptive effect for everybody. Even if most 
groups agree that not all countries should be put into the same basket, the 

                                                           
90 European Parliament debates of 18 April 1991 on association agreements with Central and Eastern 
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Socialists and Communists believe that the mistrust and reticence towards 
Gorbachev and ultimately the exclusion of the Soviet Union from the Europe 
Agreements are short-sighted. They furthermore criticize the Radzio-Plath 
Report, drawn up on behalf of the Committee on External Economic Relations 
and dealing with the general outline for association agreements with the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe.91  They say it concentrates too much 
on merely economic, not to say economistic aspects, and neglects the need for 
encouraging democratic exchanges, political dialogue and cultural debate. This 
criticism is shared also by some of the Conservatives: the EPP likewise stresses 
the importance of specific programmes for the education and training of 
management and executives and welcomes the idea of youth exchanges. 

Controversially discussed is the question on how to deal with sensitive areas 
(agriculture, iron and steel and textiles). While some MEPs call for clear trade 
restrictions in order to not enter into direct competition, others think that the 
EEC should particularly support those sectors where CEECs are most 
competitive. This point comes back also in the following debates on 
investments in Poland and the installation of a reinsurance pool for export 
credits to Central and Eastern Europe.92 Even if fears are voiced that migration 
from the Eastern European to the Community countries will increase, it is 
stressed more than once that it is important to show that the EEC is not just 
making promises but that it will keep those promises and is capable of 
solidarity by opening the market to products which are competitive for the 
CEECs. In particular, the Liberals suggest that while solidarity obviously has a 
cost, the transition to the market economy system of the EEC could have a 
modernizing effect which will benefit not only the Central and Eastern 
European countries but also the Community itself. 

What nevertheless still causes heated debates is the question of accession. 
While the Conservatives think that the EEC should not make any binding 
promise of accession in order to not disappoint anyone, the Greens are of the 
opinion that even if accession is an important and desirable principle, it cannot 
be taken for granted in an almost automatic way, and the Socialists believe it 
would be a great mistake to see association agreements as an alternative to 

                                                           
91 Report on behalf of the Committee on External Economic Relations on a general outline for association 
agreements with the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, Historical Archives PE3 AP RP/RELA.1991 
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92 European Parliament debates of 10 September 1991 on reinsurance pool for export credits to Central 
and Eastern Europe, No 3-408/46; European Parliament debates of 10 September 1991 on investments in 
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accession. Closely connected to this is a question that had first been mentioned 
in 1989 during the first debates on enlargement, and then repeatedly 
reappears: the question of deepening versus widening. In all following debates 
on enlargement, this contraposition gets cited. Despite evident disagreements 
on this question, the fact that reference to membership has been included in 
the agreements is welcomed by everybody.93  

 

3. The break-up of Yugoslavia 

Besides the Baltic States, the other geographic area that keeps the Parliament 
busy in 1991 is the Balkans. At nearly every sitting the EP concerns itself with 
the situation in Yugoslavia and the surrounding countries. The initial focus is 
almost exclusively on Albania. The EP still believes that the full democratization 
and rapid development of this particular country could contribute to overall 
stability in the Balkan area. It thus wants to associate Albania as soon as 
possible with the process of pan-European and Mediterranean cooperation, 
supports its participation in the CSCE and plans to include it in the TEMPUS and 
PHARE programmes. The only group that voices reservations is the Far-Right. It 
criticizes the Commission for not having an overall geopolitical vision and 
denounces the inconsistency of condemning Saddam Hussein but not 
Milosevic.94 

The awareness that the Community needs a Balkan policy in order to avoid 
destabilization in a region bordering the Community appears in contributions 
of other groups as soon as the first wave of Albanian refugees reaches the EEC. 
There is the general feeling that the Yugoslav issue has become a European 
issue that demonstrates how important it is to establish appropriate policies 
both in terms of development aid for countries surrounding the EEC and in 
terms of support and initial refuge. It is very evident that MEPs are surprised 
about the direction events have taken. They admit to having realised the 
seriousness of the problem too late by relegating Yugoslavia to the category of 
merely a Balkan problem and express their shock at recognizing that the fall of 
dictatorships in Central and Eastern Europe had not been a sufficient condition 
to ensure Europe’s peace and stability. Lying between Greece and the rest of 
the EEC and being vital to geopolitical balances of the region, MEPs draw 

                                                           
93 European Parliament debates of 10 September 1991 on investments in Poland, No 3-408/46. 
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attention to the fact that the Balkans had been the powder keg of a Great War 
in the past, a role that they could potentially play again. Even if there are 
different opinions about the historical roots of the Yugoslav situation, all 
groups agree that the EEC must do something to remediate political and moral 
errors committed in the past.95 

If initially MEPs are of the opinion that the EEC should encourage all republics 
to work closely with the Community with a view to becoming full members of 
the EEC either as a federation, or as a confederation, the possibility of a break-
up starts to dominate debates from March 1991 onwards.96 Discussions 
become very controversial with a clear right-left rift emerging. Disagreement 
crystallises around four main topics: a) if a break-up is desirable or not; b) if free 
elections should be held or if it is too early; c) if the EEC should interfere or if the 
Yugoslav nations should find their own way and d) if the third financial 
protocol and the negotiations aimed at putting Yugoslavia on an equal footing 
with Poland and Hungary allowing them to receive aid from the EIB should be 
suspended or not. While the right-wing groups generally speaking support the 
installation of individual republics, are in favour of elections and are rather 
cautious about giving advice or suspending the financial protocol, the left-wing 
groups propagate the contrary. The divisive character of the discussions 
becomes particularly evident concerning the possible consequences of a 
break-up and the question of whether self-determination can or should go as 
far as self-dismantling. Considering the previous debates on the Baltic States, 
this is hardly surprising. The EP indeed finds itself in a difficult dilemma: while it 
has no interest in the Balkans violently disintegrating on the one hand, it feels it 
has to stand up to the principles of international responsibility, self-
determination and democracy on the other. 

Given the heat of the debate, the Socialists warn about the danger of turning 
Yugoslavia into a battleground for unfruitful ideological debates on the 
European level. This opinion is shared by the Council and the Commission. 
During the debate on the situation in Yugoslavia in July, both institutions give a 
statement stressing that it is important for the EEC to follow one line and to 
take a united stand in this conflict.97 This plea has to be understood within the 
context of the failure of the Brioni Agreement and the initial attempts by the 
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Council to restore the Yugoslav Federation. However, if anything, the 
discussions in the EP become even more heated. The Liberals criticize not only 
the Left but also the Council and the Commission for initially adopting the 
wrong position by insisting on the need to maintain the unity of the Yugoslav 
federation. The European Democratic Alliance (RDE) points out that the EEC 
cannot acknowledge the right to self-determination in the former GDR and in 
the Baltics and then deny it to the Balkans. And the European Peoples’ Party 
repeats that it is high time to recognize Croatia and Slovenia as independent 
states. The Far-Right goes as far as suggesting that the Community with its 
hesitant policy bears some responsibility for the outbreak of the civil war. The 
Socialists and the European United Left respond by reminding everybody who 
is calling for the disintegration of the Balkans of the mistakes that were made 
after WWI when the focus was solely on the right to self-determination and 
underline that splitting up Yugoslavia cannot be done peacefully. They 
furthermore observe that the establishment of small states runs counter to the 
current political trend in Europe and wonder if the EEC has done everything 
and will do everything in the future to ensure that the various republics that 
formed part of the federation will cooperate again if it actually comes to 
secession. They suggest that the Community could play a constructive part in 
the reorganisation of Yugoslavia by offering cooperation or even association 
agreements to all concerned. 

The positive role the EEC could play is arguably the only element all groups 
agree upon. They see the current situation as an opportunity for the 
Community to reveal two features of its political identity: the absolute refusal 
to permit the use of force on the continent of Europe and the use of the 
democratic process alone to resolve disputes arising there. Almost all MEPs 
express the hope that the EEC is able to pass on something of its experience to 
Yugoslavia. The crisis is very much seen as a double bench test: a test on the 
one hand of the European Community’s ability to act in situations of acute crisis 
on the continent and on the other a test of how far it is possible to transform 
the existing Central and Eastern European structures without causing their 
savage disintegration. The Yugoslav crisis is considered symbolic of a broader 
crisis in which the opposing ideological positions that divided the world are 
being replaced by other divisions in the name of the subjectivity of peoples 
and of their races and their history. Despite their different opinion on the issue, 
most MEPs are very much aware of the fact that the hesitancy to recognize the 
independence of Slovenia and Croatia has to do with some Member States’ fear 
of autonomous movements in their own territory. They are thus calling for 
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consistency in European policy with regard to the recognition of autonomy and 
the right of self-determination.98  

A common foreign policy coordination is seen as being a vital part of such a 
European policy. As was already the case during the Baltic States crisis, calls for 
more cooperation in this sensitive area are becoming more frequent as the 
situation deteriorates. The EP feels that Europe of post-autumn 1989 has been 
endowed with new responsibilities and that now there is the opportunity to 
show that the Community is indeed capable of foreign policy cooperation or of 
at least putting into effect a coordinated initiative (something that often has 
been denied by cynical observers). As the conflict progresses, calls for concrete 
action in military terms are also voiced with increasing urgency. Almost all 
parties stress that the absence of an integrated Community policy and of a 
clear mandate has not facilitated action and in fact threatens the new European 
order. They feel that if Europe fails to play its role as the guardian of law then 
there is the risk that other countries will seek a protector elsewhere (i.e. the US 
or Russia). During the two debates in September 1991, the Liberals thus make 
concrete proposals for sending peace-keeping troupes, whereas the European 
United Left thinks that if the cease-fire was to be disregarded and the war 
continued, the EEC should take steps immediately at the CSCE and UN level to 
arrange for a peacekeeping force.99 References are made to the Spanish Civil 
War and the catastrophic result of the policy of non-intervention at the time, 
however, it is also underlined repeatedly that while the EEC could play the role 
of mediator, it is up to the CSCE and the UN to intervene. 

The previously stark differences in opinion between the different groups in the 
Parliament slowly fade away in light of the prospect of a full scale war. Almost 
all groups start to support the recognition of the right of the different Yugoslav 
republics to self-determination, albeit with the specific rider that the problems 
this entails must be solved at the negotiating table, not by force of arms. If the 
previous vote on a motion for a resolution in July was still marked by 
disagreements,100 in October all groups have tabled resolutions and manage to 
agree on a common text after hard negotiating.101 They realise that the 
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previous resolution revealed itself as being merely a chapter of good intentions 
without the power to put a stop to a conflict which was already under way. All 
groups are in favour of recognition now in order to allow for the application of 
Chapter VII of the UN Charter. 

The debate is marked on the one hand by self-criticism expressing a feeling of 
impotence in the face of a situation in which the EEC allegedly has reacted too 
late and too hesitantly, and on the other by renewed accusations directed 
towards the Council and the Commission whose actions according to the EP 
destroyed the previously excellent reputation of the EEC. The fact that the 
Council still believes that it is exceptionally unwise to be over-hasty in 
recognizing the independence of Slovenia and Croatia does little to dampen 
those accusations. The situation only changes in November when the EP fully 
supports the abrogation of the cooperation treaty. Two months later the 
European Community recognizes both Slovenia and Croatia. 

 

4. The end of the Cold War 

The Yugoslav conflict evidently overshadows contemporary events in the USSR. 
A fairly short debate takes place in September 1991 just after the Soviet coup 
attempt in August.102 There is general consensus on how to structure future 
relations with the USSR and how to deal with political and institutional 
questions. Critical remarks come only from the Far-Right and the Far-Left. While 
the Far-Right believes that the return to a Marxist dictatorship is not to be 
completely excluded, the Far-Left warns that the exchange of one repressive 
intolerant regime for another should not be facilitated. Despite those notes of 
caution, there is the general feeling that a new chapter is beginning. However, 
nobody seems at the time to foresee the final dissolution of the Soviet Union 
and the official end of the Cold War that will take place only a few months later.  
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CHAPTER III  
POST-COMMUNISM AND EASTERN ENLARGEMENT 

 

I – 1992 to 1994 – The first years of Post-Communism 
 
1. The Yugoslav Wars 

The last two years of the third parliamentary term are marked by two main 
topics: the Yugoslav Wars and accession of some countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe. The EP welcomes the recognition of Slovenia and Croatia and 
fully supports the UN peace-keeping mission.103 At the same time it expresses 
its concern about the situation in Bosnia-Herzegovina. It clearly condemns the 
lack of genuine political cooperation among European states, accusing some 
countries of exploiting the situation for their own ends but also self-critically 
reflects on the role of the EC in having failed to prevent the bloody break-up of 
Yugoslavia.104 There is a general feeling that the EC has not lived up to 
expectations and that it was not able to preserve its foundation for the future. 
At the same time the EP expresses its irritation at the fact that Lord Owen and 
Lord Carrington negotiated on behalf of the Community without having a clear 
mandate from the Parliament. All resolutions on Yugoslavia end with the 
instruction to forward it not only to the Commission, the Council and the 
Member States but also to the UN, NATO and the CSCE. The EP thus clearly tries 
to make its voice heard also outside of the Community.  

Discussions are heated and agreement on the compromise resolutions is 
difficult to reach. The debates on which republics should be recognized, if the 
UN should get involved and whether military force should be employed or not 
mirror very much those political discussions that take place on the national 
level as well. The incapacity to adopt a common position is again frequently 
traced back to the lack of necessary institutional structures on the Community 
level. As had happened with the crisis in the Baltic States, the Yugoslav Wars are 
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seen as a lesson demonstrating the need to build a political union that is 
capable of integrated action.105  

 

2. Early debates on accession 

The situation looks considerably different when it comes to the situation in 
Central and Eastern Europe. The historical dimension of the EC’s support for 
democracy in the CEECs is stressed over and over again in all debates, reports 
and resolutions. Frequent reference is made to the Balkan wars and the fear 
that if the EC fails to promote democratic developments at its doorstep, Europe 
will face a situation similar to the one in Yugoslavia. This might be the reason 
why there is surprisingly little disagreement about association among MEPs 
and between the EP and the Commission. Debates tend to be short confirming 
the decisions on association agreements taken by the Council and the 
Commission.106 The EP nevertheless stresses after the Edinburg European 
Council Summit in December 1992 and the Copenhagen European Council 
Meeting in June 1993, that accession must take place in accordance with the 
provisions of the Treaty and in light of the internal situation in the Community. 
Several MEPs note that the difficulty of enlarging the Community stems from 
the heterogeneity that characterizes the Central and Eastern European 
countries from the standpoints of political stability, social protection, economic 
vigour and respect for human rights. They thus prefer to engage in close 
political and economic cooperation learning processes attached to a clear 
revision monitoring programme instead of promising fixed dates for accession. 
The EP furthermore reiterates its decision that a revision of the institutional 
framework of the Community should take place before new countries accede 
to the EU as an abrupt enlargement would work against the smooth 
functioning of the institutions and would delay achievements of the aims set 
by the Maastricht Treaty.107  

The only areas of concern regard the slow progress of the ratification of the 
Europe Agreements in the Member States and about the potential one-
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sidedness of the reciprocal opening up of markets. The EP supports the 
imposition of trade restrictions on a small range of sensitive products and the 
establishment of special rules governing the agricultural sector, but it also 
draws attention to the fact that the provisions taken have benefitted mainly the 
Western European countries so far. It recognizes the difficult economic 
situation that Member States are facing but still calls for an accelerated access 
of CEECs to Western markets, stressing that the political situation can only 
improve if economic aspirations are satisfied. The EP thus suddenly starts to 
speak with one voice, where previously a lot of hesitation had reigned with 
regards to the pros and cons of enlargement. Particular awareness is raised 
concerning environmental issues. The EP notes that very little money has been 
spent so far on environmental protection measures and criticises the 
Environment Ministers for adopting a programme without providing any 
funding for its implementation.108 

Disagreement appears after the Council decided to block the interim 
agreement with Bulgaria in October 1993. In light of the ongoing Yugoslav 
Wars it is seen as the wrong signal by the EP. An economically stable Bulgaria is 
clearly considered an important bulwark against instability in the Balkans. The 
signing of the agreement is also considered an important symbolic act 
confirming that the EU does not disregard south-eastern Europe. 109 

This stands in stark contrast to the situation concerning Romania. Although the 
majority in the EP is in favour of the association and interim trade agreement 
for the same reasons as in the Bulgarian case, concerns are expressed about 
Romania’s failure to establish a democratic regime and to assure the respect for 
minority rights. As had happened in February 1991 during the debate on 
supplies of agricultural products to the USSR, Romania, Bulgaria and 
Czechoslovakia,110 there is some disagreement in the Parliament about the 
question of to what extent the signing of the agreements should be linked to 
democratic progress. While some members believe that signing the agreement 
might send the wrong signal to the Romanian government, others think – as 
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does the Commission – that, on the contrary, it gives the EU the opportunity to 
influence human rights in a positive way.111 

This discussion comes back in the debate on extending a Community 
guarantee to the European Investment Bank in case of losses on loans in the 
Baltic States.112 MEPs express worries about the lack of election rights of the 
Russian speaking minority and propose that loan guarantees by the EU should 
be made conditional on the respect for democracy and human rights. There is 
some difference in opinion by members of the EPP about the status of the 
Russian speaking minority, namely, since it arrived during the Soviet 
occupation is it a minority in the strict sense of the term or not?  However, the 
rest of Parliament agrees that the conclusion of association agreements should 
depend on the respect for the fundamental rights and freedoms of the Russian 
minority on the one hand and the withdrawal of Russian troops from the Baltic 
territory on the other.113 

 

II – 1994 to 2004 – The road to accession 
 
1. The Yugoslav Wars and their aftermath 

The fourth parliamentary term is still initially dominated by the Yugoslav Wars 
and their aftermath. The situation in Bosnia Herzegovina occupies MEPs 
substantially but with much less divisive discussion compared to the third 
legislative period. The resolutions passed on the situation in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are supported by large majorities. Only the Far-Left and the Far-
Right criticise that the EP is promoting a military instead of a peaceful solution 
by simply rubber-stamping decisions taken unilaterally by the United States 
and NATO.114 

Debates and documents issued after the end of the war stress the willingness 
of the EU to provide economic and financial aid, the need for reconciliation, 
and the role that Western Europe could play in this by drawing from its own 
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experiences after WWII. There is no disagreement on these points. Diverging 
opinions exist only concerning the freedom of the press and the situation of 
the Italian minority in Croatia and Slovenia. This is also the reason why the 
Europe Agreement with Slovenia is initially blocked in the Council and opposed 
by many Italian MEPs. Most groups nevertheless are in favour of relegating the 
Italian/Slovene dispute over property and of signing the agreements with the 
country that is seen as the most ‘advanced’ in Central Europe.115 The fact that 
Croatia on the other hand is initially denied access to the PHARE programme, 
sees negotiations for a cooperation agreement suspended and is not admitted 
to the Council of Europe, is largely supported by all groups.116 

Discussions on the future of Croatia, Slovenia and Bosnia-Herzegovina recede 
into the background as soon as the Kosovo War breaks out in March 1998. 
Again there is the feeling that too little has been done too late and that if the 
EU did not react now it would bear part of the guilt for the outbreak of 
violence. Some MEPs voice their hesitation about interfering into Yugoslav 
internal affairs and express their fear that the re-establishment of autonomy for 
Kosovo - which no-one questions in principle - risks awakening a desire for 
independence which would dangerously disrupt international relations. Most 
of them thus initially stress that the solution to the conflict should not be a 
military but a political one and that peaceful dialogue should be promoted. 
Discussions show the same right-left rift that had characterized debates on the 
recognition of independence of Slovenia and Croatia, with the left-wing groups 
in favour of making a UN Security Council vote a binding prerequisite for 
military intervention.117 At first, the EP indeed proposes to only threaten the 
Yugoslav government with sanctions but then moves to fully support NATO 
preparations for a possible military intervention.118  

Once the war ends officially in June 1999, the amount of Parliament debates 
and resolutions dealing with Kosovo and Yugoslavia decrease. In the following 
years concerns are voiced regarding the respect for fundamental rights, the 
freedom of press, the instability of the Kosovar border and the political 

                                                           
115 European Parliament debates of 29 November 1995 on the Association Agreement with Slovenia, No 4-
471/27; Resolution of the European Parliament of 30 November 1995 on the proposed Europe Agreement 
with Slovenia, OJ C 339/65, 18 December 1995. 
116 European Parliament debates of 5 June 1996 on non-admission of Croatia to the Council of Europe, No 
4-483/22; European Parliament debates of 19 June 1996 on aid to former Yugoslavia, No 4-484/139. 
117 European Parliament debates of 12 March 1998 on the situation in Kosovo, No 4-516/282. 
118 Resolution of the European Parliament of 14 May 1998 on the situation in Kosovo, OJ C 167/199, 1 June 
1998; Resolution of the European Parliament of 18 June 1998 on the situation in Kosovo, OJ C 210/226, 
6 July 1998. 
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situation in FYROM. The focus is on the reestablishment of economic and 
political dialogue, and in 2007 a Multilateral Agreement is signed with Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, FYROM, Serbia and Montenegro, followed by 
the conclusion of a Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the 
European Communities and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

 

2. Towards Enlargement 

As soon as the Europe Agreements were signed and ratified in 1993, almost all 
debates and resolutions on Central and Eastern Europe make reference to them 
both in positive and negative terms.  

EP President Hans Gert Pöttering meets with former President of the Czech Republic Václav 
Havel in Brussels, 15 April 2008. © European Union, 2008 

They are invoked to remind candidate countries of their obligations under the 
agreements (i.e. Romania to review its human rights record with regards to 
political prisoners, homosexuals, minorities and children) but also to underline 
the obligations the EU has towards them (i.e. to support the Bulgarian 
population during the severe economic crisis, in a spirit of European 
solidarity).119 The latter is also the reason why in 1995 the EP calls on the 
Council and the Commission to review the inclusion of Romania and Bulgaria in 

                                                           
119 Resolution of the European Parliament of 13 July 1995 on the protection of minority and human rights 
in Romania, OJ C 249/157, 25 September 1995; Resolution of the European Parliament of 10 April 1997 on 
humanitarian aid to Bulgaria, OJ C 132/232, 28 April 1997. 
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the list of countries whose nationals require visas, believing that as a matter of 
principle those states which have signed an association agreement with the 
European Union with a view to accession should be treated equally with regard 
to visa questions.120  

The provisions of the Europe Agreement and the Agenda 2000 proposal also 
provide a renewed opportunity to re-discuss sensitive political issues that had 
emerged in earlier debates, namely the asymmetrical opening of the markets, 
the harmonization of competition policy, the redistribution of aid in the Union 
and the environmental and social impact of the transformation to a social 
market economy. Between 1994 and 1998 the EP adopts several interim reports 
to influence the definition of the strategy of accession and holds a number of 
debates on the topic. 121 All groups (except the Far-Right and the Far-Left who 
do not agree on the conditions for admission and call for referendums on 
enlargement in the EU) unanimously support enlargement to the East but 
underline that it should be accompanied by the thorough deepening of the 
institutional and financial structures of the EU. Despite the fact that divergent 
interpretations exist on the sectors to be deepened, the revision of the EU 
structures is seen not only as a necessary precondition for the strengthening of 
the decision-making mechanisms but also for offering the new countries a 
Union that is worth joining. This also includes benefits Member States enjoy. In 
this context provisions of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and the 
Structural Funds prove to cause discussions within the EP. Even if it is 
underlined continuously that enlargement is a political and not an economic or 
technical exercise, the financial implications of accession take up a lot of space 
during the debates. While the Greens and the Socialists stress again that the 
negative social consequences of enlargement in the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe will only be avoided if developments are geared towards 
improving the standard of living and quality of life of the citizens, other groups 
fear that the cost of enlargement will be particularly huge for countries that are 
currently beneficiaries of the Structural Funds or are lying at the EU’s periphery. 

                                                           
120 Resolution of the European Parliament of 26 October 1995 on policy on visas for citizens of Central and 
Eastern European countries, OJ C 308/143, 20 November 1995. 
121 European Parliament debates of 30 November 1994 on accession by the countries of central and 
eastern Europe, No 4-454/6; European Parliament debates of 2 March 1995 on relations with the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe, No 4-458/64; European Parliament debates of 15 January 1996 on the 
Europe Agreements with the Slovak Republic and the Czech Republic, No 4-473/6; European Parliament 
debates of 10 December 1996 on financing Enlargement, No 4-492/61; European Parliament debates of 
3 December 1997 on Enlargement – Agenda 2000, No 4-510/2; European Parliament debates of 11 March 
1998 on assistance to the applicant countries in central and eastern Europe – Accession partnerships, No 
4-516/130. 
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Yet all MEPs agree that this is an historic moment in the history of the EU in 
which selfishness should not prevail.  

It is nevertheless stressed that both sides will only benefit from enlargement if 
the acquis communautaire is respected and progress of its implementation is 
carefully monitored. How much attention is attached to this aspect becomes 
evident as soon as the Slovak Government dispossesses democratically elected 
members of the Slovak National Council of their seats and passes a new 
language law depriving its Hungarian-speaking minority of its rights. In its 
resolution on the Slovak Republic, the EP makes very clear that if the country 
did not show sufficient respect for democracy, human and minority rights and 
the rule of law, the European Union would reconsider or even suspend its 
programmes of assistance and cooperation under the Europe Agreement. In 
1996 it supports the Council’s decision to delay the conclusion of the 
Additional Protocol to the Europe Agreement and in November 1997 it agrees 
with the Commission that Slovakia does not fulfil the political criteria for 
membership.122 The prospect of accession is clearly seen as a tool for EU 
countries to monitor not only economic but also political developments. The 
EP nevertheless continues to be of the opinion that the people of the Slovak 
Republic should not be isolated and therefore asks the Council and the 
Commission to re-assess the European Union’s position towards Slovakia and 
include it in the first round of accession negotiations after the elections one 
year later that sees the victory of the pro-European ‘Slovak Democratic 
Coalition’. It feels that the decision taken by the European Parliament to hold 
the door open for Slovakia, despite recommendations to the contrary by the 
Commission, was correct after all. 123 

Similar arguments are also voiced when it comes to the Baltic States. The 
signature of the Europe Agreements is welcomed by all political groups. They 
comment positively on the fact that the problems with the Russian-speaking 
minority is being addressed in the human rights suspension clause of the 
agreements that could be invoked should the situation deteriorate and 
comment on the remarkable progress that all three countries have made in 

                                                           
122 Resolution of the European Parliament of 16 November 1995 on the need to respect human and 
democratic rights in the Slovak Republic, OJ C 323/116, 4 December 1995; European Parliament debates 
of 11 March 1996 on the European Agreement with the Slovak Republic, No 4-477/5; Resolution of the 
European Parliament of 22 October 1997 on the political situation in Slovakia, OJ C 339/159, 10 November 
1997. 
123 Resolution of the European Parliament of 8 October 1998 on the political situation in Slovakia, OJ C 
328/191, 26 October 1998; European Parliament debates of 12 March 1998 on the political situation in 
Slovakia, No 4-516/288; European Parliament debates of 8 October 1998 on Slovakia, No 4-525/270. 
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economic and political terms. Problems still exist in some areas, particularly in 
the banking sector and the unresolved question of Baltic NATO membership 
but overall most speakers are positive that the agreements will pave the way 
for future membership (maybe as early as in the year 2000). The geo-political 
stakes involved in allowing the Baltics to play an important role as mediators 
between Russia and the rest of Europe are stressed more than once in this 
context. According to most MEPs the inherent security aspect and the benefit 
for Western European economies outweigh all concerns voiced by critics who 
are afraid of the enormous cost of enlargement. Some MEPs draw attention to 
the fact that the association agreement will not be welcomed with open arms 
by all and that there might be resistance to join a ‘new version of the Soviet 
Union with its capital in Brussels’.124 They thus think it is important that 
membership is preceded by democratic referenda on the one hand and 
internal reform of the EU on the other.125 

Less concern is voiced with regard to the other acceding countries. In the 
debate on November 4, 1998 the Commission reports to the EP on the progress 
of the candidate countries on the three dimensions of the accession criteria: 
political and economic reform and respect for the acquis communautaire.126 The 
overall picture is of steady progress even if the different countries move at 
different speeds. Between 2000 and 2003 the EP then invites the presidents of 
eight of the respective countries to give speeches during formal sittings of the 
Parliament and to justify their choices. Their words are all met with great 
enthusiasm. On May 1, 2004 ten Central and Eastern European countries (Czech 
Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia, 
Slovakia) join the European Union. Romania and Bulgaria follow in 2007, 
Croatia in 2013. 

                                                           
124 Speech by Bernard Antony, European Parliament debates of 11 November 1995, No 4-470/70. 
125 European Parliament debates of 11 June 1997 on the Baltic initiative, No 4-502/176. 
126 European Parliament debates of 4 November 1998 on Enlargement, No 4-527/5. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The analysis of the historical documents of the European Parliament clearly 
demonstrates that the EP has played an important role in framing debates on 
democratic change in Central and Eastern Europe. Being very active even 
before the first direct elections in 1979, the Parliament extensively discussed 
events leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall, the end of the Cold War, post-
Communism and enlargement. In its numerous reports, resolutions and 
debates it pays particular attention to the question of human rights and the 
importance of economic, political and cultural cooperation for democratic 
progress in Central and Eastern Europe.  

Opinions on the nature and the form of this cooperation are nevertheless far 
from being uniform. Debates also prove to be particularly heated when it 
comes to the question of interference on the one hand and the right to 
national self-determination on the other. Divergences of opinion appear in 
particular with regards to German unification, the recognition of the Baltic 
States’ independence and the acknowledgement of Slovenia and Croatia as 
sovereign states.  

In all its debates the EP tries to find a delicate balance between action and 
reaction, showing a particular concern with promoting a vision of itself as 
beacon of democracy and human rights. In doing so it often pitches the EU 
against the US. In putting a special focus on issues that go beyond mere 
economic considerations, the EP also often tries to set itself apart from the 
Commission and the Council. Debates are thus not only used to present a 
certain vision of Europe’s democratic future but also to question the 
institutional set-up of the European Union.  

Despite it not being a full co-legislator at the time, the EP nevertheless 
manages to often set the terms of debate within the EU. More than once it 
proposes measures that are then taken up by the Commission. In this sense it 
has not only closely followed and largely discussed democratic change in 
Central and Eastern Europe, it has also contributed more or less actively to its 
progress. 
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Part of the "East Side Gallery, a 1,3 km long part of original Berlin Wall and the largest world graffiti gallery, Berlin, 
Germany. Image ID: 218210710 © Atosan - source: Shutterstock. 

http://www.shutterstock.com/gallery-1667221p1.html
http://www.shutterstock.com/pic.mhtml?id=218210710&src=id
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