
1/3

German reunification: an international and European issue
 

Source: CVCE. Pierre Gerbet.

Copyright: (c) CVCE.EU by UNI.LU
All rights of reproduction, of public communication, of adaptation, of distribution or of dissemination via
Internet, internal network or any other means are strictly reserved in all countries.
Consult the legal notice and the terms and conditions of use regarding this site.

URL:
http://www.cvce.eu/obj/german_reunification_an_international_and_european_issu
e-en-080cbfc3-52bc-4c27-afd6-38e8d7795154.html

Last updated: 08/07/2016

http://www.cvce.eu/obj/german_reunification_an_international_and_european_issue-en-080cbfc3-52bc-4c27-afd6-38e8d7795154.html
http://www.cvce.eu/obj/german_reunification_an_international_and_european_issue-en-080cbfc3-52bc-4c27-afd6-38e8d7795154.html


2/3

German reunification: an international and European issue

Reunification was not merely an intra-German affair. The status of Germany, and, in particular, that of 

Berlin, could be amended only with the agreement of the Four Powers who had forced Germany’s 

unconditional surrender in 1945. These countries might well be anxious about the formation at the centre of 

Europe of a State of 80 million inhabitants whose political, economic and financial importance was likely to 

upset the balance of power and threaten the stability that the division of Germany had helped to establish.

Consequently, Chancellor Helmut Kohl and his Foreign Minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, worked hard to 

reassure them. In his programme for reunification of 28 November 1989, the Chancellor confirmed that 

German unity would take place in the context of the European Community. He then promised that a united 

Germany would remain part of NATO and that reunification would be undertaken in close consultation with 

the Allies. The Strasbourg European Council (8–9 December) gave this plan formal acknowledgement: it 

approved the unification of Germany on condition that the country was run in a democratic fashion, ‘in full 

respect of the relevant agreements and treaties and of all the principles defined by the Helsinki Final Act, in 

a context of dialogue and East-West cooperation … [and] in the perspective of European integration.’

However, despite these statements of principle, divergent attitudes set France and the United Kingdom, 

which were not in any great hurry to see reunification take place, against the United States, which was 

pushing for it to happen, and the Soviet Union, which was resigned to it happening in return for certain 

guarantees.

In the United Kingdom, there was persistent mistrust towards Germany, and the Conservative Prime 

Minister, Margaret Thatcher, expressed her concerns. She declared that, until the GDR and its neighbouring 

countries became democratic, she would rather that Germany remained divided. Integration into a European 

federation did not seem to her to be a viable solution since a reunified Germany would dominate its partner 

countries. She would have preferred the creation of a counter-balancing union comprising the United 

Kingdom, France and the United States, but she was unsuccessful; the Americans gave priority to their 

relations with Germany, and the French were attached to the Franco-German axis.

Hesitations also arose in France. A unified Germany might turn towards the USSR, despite the difference in 

political regimes, as had been the case with the German-Soviet treaties of 1922 (Rapallo) and 1939 

(Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact). President Mitterrand would initially have preferred Germany to remain divided. 

He told Mikhail Gorbachev this in Kiev on 6 December. On 22 November, he announced a visit to the GDR, 

which took place on 20–22 December when reunification was a virtual certainty. Mitterrand had to accept it, 

but he subordinated German unity to European unification and to the strengthening of the Community 

institutions. Helmut Kohl responded to François Mitterrand’s uncertainty by confirming that German unity 

and European unity were two sides of the same coin. Mitterrand and Kohl agreed that a Franco-German 

alliance would boost the idea of political union in Europe.

It was the United States that provided the most active support to the West German Government, as the FRG 

represented its strongest partner in continental Europe. But the United States was aware that reunification 

ought not to weaken the cohesion of the Atlantic Alliance or jeopardise Gorbachev’s policy of openness 

towards the West. It remained, therefore, committed to Europe, a stance that reassured the United Kingdom 

and France.

In the Soviet Union, Gorbachev, who would have preferred Germany to remain divided with a reformed 

GDR, stated, in January 1990, that reunification was inevitable and that he would accept this according to 

the old Soviet ideal of a unified and neutral Germany. Kohl, who met Gorbachev on 10 February, declared 

that neutralisation was unacceptable. This resulted in an impasse. Finally, the Soviet Union’s imperative 

need for Western economic and financial aid forced Gorbachev to relent. The President of the United States, 

George Bush, who had met Gorbachev on 3 December 1989 in Malta, promised him massive aid packages if 

he accepted the integration of the former GDR into NATO. For his part, Kohl promised to contribute to the 

financial cost of having Soviet troops stationed in the GDR. Lastly, the seven industrialised countries (G7), 

meeting on 7 July, came out in favour of providing economic aid to the USSR.
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The European Community and East Germany

German reunification resulted in the enlargement of the European Community to the East. But it did not 

involve the accession of a new Member State through negotiations and treaties. It was simply the extension 

of the Federal Republic of Germany. Within the European Economic Community, trade between East and 

West Germany was already considered inter-German trade and was not subject to the EEC’s common 

external tariff.

The Dublin European Council (28 April 1990) decided that the integration of GDR territory into the 

Community would be effective as soon as unification had been legally established and would take place 

without any revision of the Treaties, subject to transitional measures concerning, in particular, foreign trade, 

agriculture, structural policies and the environment. The Länder of the East, the economy of which was in 

ruins, would receive Community aid in the same way as the other disadvantaged regions in Italy, Greece, 

Spain, Portugal and Ireland had done. A ‘Community aid programme’ was implemented, with 

ECU 3 000 million being entered in the budget over three years, a fifth of the EEC’s structural aid budget. 

But this was very little in comparison with the enormous requirements of the former GDR Länder, and the 

FRG was responsible for meeting these needs: reconstructing infrastructure, restructuring uncompetitive 

East German industry and providing aid for new construction and for cleaning up the environment. Each 

year, more than 110 000 million Deutschmarks would be spent, forcing the Federal Government to reduce 

spending, increase taxes and borrow funds in order to protect the currency.

Reunification brought few changes, however, to the Community institutions. The relative weight of 

Germany had increased: it now provided 23 % of the population of the Twelve (previously 19 %) and 30 % 

of GNP (previously 26 %). But German representation in the Commission, the Council of Ministers and the 

Court of Justice remained constant. Only the number of its MEPs had increased. The new Länder, which 

represented 18 million inhabitants, were entitled, initially, to send 18 observers to the European Parliament 

and, subsequently, to elect 18 Members, following the decision of the Edinburgh European Council (11–

12 December 1992). This increased the number of German Members from 81 to 99. In return, at the 1994 

elections, several extra seats were allocated, among others, to France, the United Kingdom and Italy, each of 

which saw the number of their Members increase from 81 to 87. Thus, from 1994 onwards, the European 

Parliament of the Twelve comprised 567 Members, instead of the previous 518.


