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Is sleeping beauty about to be woken up? (29 February 1984)

European security co-operation and Western European Union

by Günther Nonnenmacher 

Frankfurt - 28th February 1984 -

In recent months, problems arising from security policy have played a considerable part in European 
discussions. Chancellor Kohl and President Mitterrand have already met twice this month to discuss 
strengthening Franco-German co-operation in this field. When he visited Bonn, Mr. Craxi drew attention - 
not without expressing some reservation about the privileged relations between France and the Federal 
Republic - to Western European Union, which is the appropriate framework for more detailed discussions on 
defence and security policy. The French Minister of Defence, Mr. Hernu, had already pleaded in the WEU 
Assembly in December for more to be made of that organisation. And now Mr. Mertes, Minister of State for 
Foreign Affairs, has indicated that Bonn is prepared to reactivate WEU as the framework for cooperation on 
defence policy.

This revival of interest in WEU is somewhat surprising. The organisation had been something of a 
wallflower since NATO became the forum for discussing defence questions and the European Community 
had to some extent absorbed the other forms of co-operation. WEU was set up in 1954, taking over from the 
Brussels Pact (also known as Western Union) concluded in 1948 between those who had won the war, i.e. 
Great Britain and France, and the three Benelux countries in case Germany again started pursuing a policy 
of aggression. After the allies decided to authorise the rearmament of Western Germany, the Federal 
Republic and Italy were welcomed into the wider WEU pact.

Restrictions were imposed on the production and export of armaments by those two countries and the 
Federal Republic renounced the production of ABC weapons. Some of these restrictions have been lifted 
over the years - e.g. in 1980 the limit on the tonnage of German submarines and surface craft. In December 
1983, the WEU parliamentary Assembly adopted a recommendation on abolishing the provisions of the 
Brussels Treaty on the production of long-range bombers and missiles. This recommendation still has to be 
adopted by a two-thirds majority of the WEU Council of Ministers before it can be applied. It has little 
practical significance since Bonn has in any event no intention of producing such weapons. Nevertheless, by 
eliminating one of the last discriminatory measures against Germany, such a decision would have symbolic 
significance. Mr. Mertes confirmed this point of view by declaring that Bonn had not deserved the mistrust 
embodied in the restrictions contained in the Brussels Treaty.

WEU assumed new importance when France withdrew from the NATO integrated military structure in 
1967. As a result, it became a link between Paris and the Atlantic Alliance and the body in which Europeans 
could discuss defence and armaments plans among themselves. But little emerged from WEU, mainly 
because France has been trying, since de Gaulle's time, to make it a kind of rival to NATO. This is the very 
reason why Bonn did not associate itself with these plans - i.e. not to raise difficulties for the alliance or to 
create tension in relations with Washington.

How can this revival of interest in WEU be explained when hardly a year ago, in the Stuttgart solemn 
declaration, the Europeans defined European political co-operation (EPC) as being the framework for 
consultations on security policy? It is because there are obstacles within EPC which prevent the pursuit of 
discussions on European defence, whatever that expression means. Ireland, a member of the Community, is 
independent of all alliances and intends to remain so; Greece, although a member of NATO, is anxious to 
pursue its own external policy: decisions taken on security matters in EPC are considered unacceptable by 
Athens when they do not follow the same foreign policy line as the Pasok government of the Prime Minister, 
Mr. Papandreou. The position of the majority in Denmark - a proof of which was the rejection of the NATO 
twofold decision by the Folketing - considerably restricts the margin of manoeuvre of the Copenhagen 
government in security policy. Conversely, strengthening bilateral relations, particularly greater cooperation 
between Paris and Bonn, is a source of concern for the other Community partners, which fear the formation 
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of a Franco-German directorate.

It can therefore be seen why an existing organisation should be brought out of its lethargy, particularly as the 
treaty on which it is based provides the means of doing so (Article V of the WEU treaty provides for 
automatic assistance in the event of an aggression on one or more member states) and as there is already an 
infrastructure (Council of Ministers, parliamentary Assembly, secretariat). It would appear that the prospects 
of reactivating WEU have not been so favourable for years. The French President has unreservedly endorsed 
the NATO twofold decision; he lets no occasion pass of underlining the importance for Europe of the 
American security guarantee. President Mitterrand's security policy is more Atlantic-oriented than that of his 
predecessors. Reactivating WEU would certainly not arouse the mistrust encountered by earlier French 
initiatives.

In recent years - particularly because of a certain lack of direction in American foreign policy and some 
unfortunate declarations made in Washington - Europeans have become increasingly convinced that defence 
efforts and co-operation should be encouraged in order to strengthen the second pillar of NATO. Their 
conviction may well be enhanced by latent demonstrations of anti-European public opinion in the United 
States, witness the proposal made a few days ago by the former American Secretary of State, Mr. Kissinger, 
for American troop levels in Europe to be reduced.

Mr. Mertes has just announced that the Federal Minister for Foreign Affairs, Mr. Genscher, who is to be 
Chairman-in-Office of the WEU Council of Ministers for six months, is to attend the next meeting of the 
WEU Council on 24th May. It is already anticipated that the Chancellor will tackle the question of WEU 
during his visit to Washington, which starts on Saturday. In October, WEU is to organise a meeting in Rome 
with the participation, according to present plans, of the Ministers for Foreign Affairs and the Ministers of 
Defence. That is the latest date by which it will be known whether new life is really to be injected into 
WEU.

3 / 3 22/06/2015


