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Introduction 

The European Commission is a crucial institution within the European Union institutional framework. 

Considered the executive arm of the EU, the Commission is the most politically independent 

European body because, even if its commissioners are proposed by the member states, its officials do 

not represent the member states they come from, and its responsibility is to promote the general 

interests of the entire EU. The activities the Commission conducts to fulfil this duty concern mainly 

the internal functioning of the European integration project, ranging from proposing and enforcing 

legislation to managing EU policies and allocating the common funds. However, the Commission 

plays a significant role also in the international affairs. Indeed, it represents the EU in the world both 

before the heads of states and government and within the international organisation. Since its 

establishment in 1958 with the Treaties of Rome, its main task is to manage the commercial relations 

of the EU. It means that the Commission negotiates the trade agreements all over the world in the 

name of the EU playing a crucial role in international economic relations. Nevertheless, in the last 

three decades the Commission has been building a broader role within the European external action 

reaching also more political matters, and nowadays it has a meaningful say in political issues, well 

beyond the mere commercial and economic competences, which significantly helps in the difficult 

effort to shape a common European foreign policy.  

The subject of this work is the Commission’s evolution towards a more political role within the 

European external action. The purpose is to analyse when and how the European Commission started 

building a political agency. The historical period taken under examination goes from 1985 to 1991, 

and the context of the study is the transatlantic relationship involving the European Community and 

the United States of America. In this historical juncture the Commission was led by Jacques Delors, 

while the US were led by President Ronald Reagan between 1985 to 1988 and by George H.W. Bush 

between 1989 and 1991. The international scenario was characterised first by a process of détente 

between the two Cold War superpowers and later by the rapid and revolutionary events caused by the 
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crumbling of the USSR and the progressive independence of Eastern Europe. Therefore, the principal 

goal of this thesis is to analyse whether in the transatlantic talks to manage these changing times the 

Commission started emerging as a relevant European political player, well beyond its traditional and 

exclusive commercial competences. It means that the two general historical themes under 

examination are the transatlantic relations and the European reaction to the 1989 turn of global 

history. The idea is to focus on the institutional level of the European external action in the 

relationship with the US, without considering the single member states’ behaviours, in order to 

understand whether the Commission was able to enhance its role towards a more political dimension 

during the revolutionary times of the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

The two broad historical themes of transatlantic relations and European 1989 challenges have both 

been vastly studied in the scientific literature. A significant number of volumes and articles has been 

produced about the two topics analysing them throughout the entire arch of the second half of the XX 

century, including the specific years under examination in this dissertation. The clear majority of the 

scientific literature regarding these two matters has adopted an approach strictly focused on the action 

of the governments of the European member states. The institutional dimension of the European 

Community’s action in these two frameworks has been almost always simply mentioned without an 

in-depth analysis, or even not considered at all. As far as the transatlantic relations are concerned, 

Geir Lundestad is undoubtably one of the most known and respected researchers in the scholarly 

community. In his two principal volumes about the historical evolution of the transatlantic relations 

since 19451, Lundestad analyses the events principally using a governmental lens. The books are 

focused on how the White House interacts with the most important European governments, and vice 

versa. The European Community is treated as a simple framework of coordination that the European 

states use to try to cooperate, especially to deal with European internal issues. The institutional level 

of the EC is just cited on some occasions, but its influence is hardly considered. In the books the 

 
1 G. Lundestad, “Empire” by Integration – The United States and European Integration, 1945-1997, Oxford University 
Press, 1998; and G. Lundestad, The United States and Western Europe since 1945, Oxford University Press, 2003. 
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protagonists from the European side are almost always the heads of state or government of the key 

member states, and there is no place for the EC institutions. Throughout the decades the American 

Presidents deal only with, to make some examples, Charles De Gaulle, Margaret Thatcher, or 

Helmuth Kohl, meaning the leaders of the member states that have the major influence on Western 

Europe and its project of integration. It does not mean that the EC level of analysis is completely 

absent, but it is clearly kept in the background and treated as a direct product of the member states’ 

wills with no influence on them. This same approach to the transatlantic relations strictly linked to 

the governmental dimension is adopted by other authors in various historical works2. In these different 

examples of scientific literature once again Washington maintains close relationships only with the 

European capitals, and almost never with Community Brussels. The institutional dimension is 

relegated to a meaningless framework in which the member states play their own cards and by which 

they are nearly not affected. A similar lens based predominantly on the European member states’ 

action can be found also in the scientific literature regarding the other theme of this work: the 

European reaction to the revolutionary times started in 1989, and more in general, the building of a 

common European external action. Also in this case a significant number of scientific works3 pays 

low attention to the EC behaviour and concentrates almost exclusively on the European governments’ 

decisions and moves. The study is conducted by examining the different attitudes and behaviours of 

the European member states and the consequent debate to reach a common position or, in the worst 

cases, the clash that can lead even to no agreements. The methodological choice is to focus the 

 
2 See for example J. M. Hanhimäki, B. Schoenborn and B. Zanchetta, Transatlantic Relations since 1945 - an 
Introduction, Routledge, 2012; and M. Nolan, The Transatlantic Century – Europe and America, 1890-2010, Cambridge 
University Press, 2012. 
3 See for example D. Möckli, European foreign policy during the Cold War: Heath, Brandt, Pompidou and the dream of 
political unity, I.B. Tauris, 2008; and F. Bozo, France, the United States, and NATO: Between Europeanization and Re-
Atlanticization, 1990–1991, in K. K. Patel and K. Weisbrode (eds.), European Integration and the Atlantic Community 
in the 1980s, Cambridge University Press, September 2013, chapter 13, pp. 265-284; and R. L. Hutchings, The US, 
German Unification and European Integration, in F. Bozo, M. P. Rey, N. Piers Ludlow, L. Nuti (eds.), Europe and the 
End of the Cold War A Reappraisal, Routledge, July 2009, chapter 9, pp. 119-132; and M. Neri Gualdesi, La nascita 
della PESC e il dibattito transatlantico sulla sicurezza europea. L’influenza delle relazioni anglo-americane e l’iniziativa 
diplomatica italo-britannica, in Rivista italiana di storia internazionale (ISSN 2611-8602), Il Mulino, Bologna, fascicolo 
1, gennaio-giugno 2020. 
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attention on the member states shaping the European external action, consequently giving less 

important to the efforts made by the common institutional bodies of the EC.  

The approach of this dissertation tries to mark a difference with the intergovernmental lens 

characterising the literature just presented. Indeed, as mentioned above, in this work the analysis is 

performed by concentrating the attention exclusively on the institutional dimension of the European 

action towards the transatlantic relationship and the events of 1989. The EC is not treated as a simple 

inactive framework, and the relevance of the influence of its institutional apparatus is highlighted and 

examined. The single EC member states with their different behaviours are not taken into 

consideration in this thesis. The US contacts with the other side of the Atlantic analysed in this work 

are exclusively those with the EC institutions and their officials, especially the Commission, rather 

than the ones with European capitals and member states’ direct representatives. Thus, the evolution 

of the Commission’s political role within the European external action framework is studied only on 

the institutional level. The aim of this approach is to try to offer an original contribution to the 

scientific debate around the transatlantic relations and the development of a common European 

foreign policy based entirely on the EC institutional domain. The member states’ positions are set 

aside to give space for analysis to the often-undermined institutional level. The claim is not to invent 

a totally new analytical approach, because some works4 already focus their attention more on the 

institutional aspects than exclusively on the member states’ action. Rather, the idea is to adopt this 

institutional approach to analyse the specific topics and period taken into consideration in this 

dissertation in order to offer an original contribution regarding their study.   

This scientific approach is supported by a clear-cut methodological choice. The methodological 

decision made for this work is to perform the analysis of the matters and the period taken into 

consideration on the basis of archival documents of the European Commission. Indeed, the archival 

 
4 See for example M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e 
la fine della guerra fredda, Mondadori, Collana di storia internazionale, 2020. 
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sources employed in this thesis are all part of Günter Burghardt’s newly declassified fond, which is 

stored at the Historical Archives of the European Union in Florence. Günter Burghardt has been a 

European Commission official from 1970 to 2005, and he held crucial roles related to the EC 

Commission external action and relations during the 1985-1991 period. From 1985 to 1988, he was 

Deputy Head of Cabinet to the Commission’s President Jacques Delors, with particular responsibility 

for external and development policies, relations with the European Parliament and Staff management. 

Then, in 1988, he was appointed Director at the Secretariat-General as well as Political Director, under 

the direct authority of President Delors, a position he held until 1993. Occupying these positions 

Burghardt was deeply involved in the Commission’s relations with the US and in its efforts to face 

the changing times of early 1990s. The institutional level is strongly at the centre of the analysis. 

Inevitably in Burghardt’s charts and notes the member states’ positions are sometimes mentioned, 

but the focus is clearly on the Commission’s attitudes and behaviours.  

Before moving to the argument of this work, it is crucial to underline three other methodological 

premises to explain the choices made regarding sources and matters of analysis. These points of 

clarification must be born in mind while reading the entire dissertation. First, it is important to 

illustrate why the transatlantic relationship has been chosen as context to study the development of 

the European Commission role in managing political international affairs. The alliance between the 

two sides of the Atlantic has been fundamental for the entire second half of the XX century. The US 

offered crucial support to the process of European integration since the late 1940s. There were no 

other alliances comparable to the transatlantic one neither for historical importance nor for actual 

volumes of economic and political exchanges. As a consequence, the framework of the transatlantic 

relationship is the most important one in which the European institutional bodies could test their 

international relevance. Analysing how Washington treated and judged the European Commission 

and its officials can significantly help in understanding whether the Commission truly enhanced its 

international political role. Given the position the US had in the world during those years, if the White 
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House attached importance to the Commission’s external action, it meant that the latter certainly held 

a real value on the European and the global scene. Second, the methodological approach is not only 

exclusively institutional but also exclusively European. Since the archival documents come all from 

the European Commission, only the European viewpoint is taken under consideration. It means that 

the study of how the US looked at the EC goes beyond the scope of this work. In Burghardt’s archival 

papers there is a significant number of minutes of multiple meetings and also various public speeches 

of US representatives, therefore it is still possible to trace the American attitudes and behaviours. 

However, when the American viewpoint is examined, from a methodological standpoint it is more 

precise to state that in reality the analysis is about how the Commission officials perceived the 

American attitude towards themselves. It is needless to say that it does not mean automatically mean 

that the reports were more positive or negative than the reality, but there is certainly a grade of 

personal perception to be taken into consideration. Third, the analysis stops in 1991 due to a limit of 

availability of the archival documents. Thus, the examination of the possible enhancement of the 

Commission’s political role regards only the years of practical evolution leaving out the 

officialization of such changes. Indeed, the Maastricht Treaty, which was the first treaty establishing 

the first steps towards a common European foreign policy, was signed in 1992, therefore it remains 

out of the scope of this work. It means that this thesis deals only with the years in which the 

Commission may had enhanced its political role only in the practical level of day-to-day business and 

external relations, and it cannot examine the eventual institutional setting in of this evolution. The 

provisions of the Maastricht treaty and all the following evolutions are inevitably the results of the 

previous years; however, it is hard to evaluate how direct the effects of the eventual changes happened 

during the period taken under examination were to the following events without having the possibility 

to analyse the charts of those later years.  

Against this methodological background, it is now possible to present the argument of this 

dissertation. According to the analysis performed in this work, the European Commission did 
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experience an evolution of its external role in the period taken into consideration passing from an 

exclusively commercial and economic player to a relevant political voice within the EC external 

policy. In the first four years, between 1985 and 1988, transatlantic relations were characterised 

mainly by deep commercial disputes and an economic debate about the financial stability of the 

world. The Reagan administration was pretty aggressive in its attitude towards the EC, and the 

Commission in particular, when dealing with such commercial and economic matters. The Delors 

Commission had to face the American decisiveness and had no occasion to develop any sort of 

political role. In this first period both the matters on the agenda of the transatlantic talks and the 

American attitude forced the Commission to remain focused exclusively on the commercial issues 

falling under its competences. In 1989 everything changed, and the period 1989-1991 was the one in 

which the Commission was able to enhance its political role. The unexpected and rapid changes 

started in 1989 completely changed both the priorities of the transatlantic relations and the American 

attitude. The new Bush administration understood that the priority of the talks with the European side 

of the Atlantic had to shift towards the political domain in order to effectively face the unpredictable 

and possibly dangerous consequence of the crumbling of the Eastern bloc with the progressive 

transformation in Central and Easter Europe. This new scenario offered the Commission the occasion 

to foster its political dimension. The Commission found itself in a favourable position to become a 

relevant political voice of the European external action, without even excessively looking for it. Thus, 

the Commission enhanced its political role by following two trajectories. The first one was to build 

political strength starting from its economic expertise. Since the second half of 1988 the Commission 

started developing economic relations with the Eastern European states. This move was extremely 

useful. Indeed, at the beginning of 1989 the West decided to significantly support the economic 

transformation of those countries, and the Commission was the best institution fitting the role of 

coordinating this Western effort. Therefore, the July 1989 G-7 summit entrusted the Commission 

with the responsibility to lead the Western forces in supporting the economic and political 

transformation of Eastern Europe. It meant that the Commission was able to combine the economic 
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and the political domains, to even eliminate the distinction between the two, and, in this way, to build 

its political relevance. The Commission exploited the moment and became a key player in the Eastern 

European area. Even Washington could not make a move there without a previous consultation with 

the European Commission. The second trajectory the Commission followed to develop a political 

role regarded its relationship with the European Political Cooperation, the intergovernmental tool to 

coordinate the member states’ foreign policies. The European Political Cooperation held the 

competences over the international political affairs, therefore by fostering its relationship with it the 

Commission could achieve a more relevant political role. In Burghardt’s documents there are reports 

of meeting of the European Political Cooperation with American officials in which the European 

representatives clearly defined the Commission as a crucial partner for them. It meant that the 

Commission was able to make himself indispensable for the effectiveness of the European Political 

Cooperation and, consequently, was involved in the discussion of mere political issues, such as the 

debate around the new European architecture of the beginning of the 1990s.  

To sum up, the argument of this dissertation is that the European Commission, by exploiting the 

revolutionary times started in 1989 and the new American approach, was able to become more than 

the commercial voice of the EC. It became a relevant political player in the European external action, 

especially in the context of the transformation of Eastern Europe. Both Washington and the other 

European players, from governments to institutions, recognised this new political relevance achieved 

by the Commission.  

The structure of this work to sustain this argument is the following. The dissertation is divided in 

three chapters. The first one presents the birth and the evolution of the European Political Cooperation 

during the 1970s and the first half of 1980s. The attention is focused on the political competences 

attributed to this institution, its nature, and its relationship with the Commission. Through the analysis 

of the official documents and agreements building this intergovernmental tool of foreign policies 

coordination, the attempt to draw a rigid line between the commercial and economic competences 
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attributed to the Commission and the political ones attributed to the European Political Cooperation 

is pointed out. The crucial step was the Single European Act signed in 1986 which established that 

the Commission had to be fully associated with the activities of the European Political Cooperation 

and started to delete the line of distinction of competences. This first chapter is useful to understand 

two issues: first, the institutional situation regarding the European external policy Delors found when 

he was officially appointed as President of the European Commission; second, the nature of the 

relationship between the Commission and the European Political Cooperation, which later became 

the second trajectory for the enhancement of the Commission’s political role. The second chapter 

deals with the years in which Reagan was still US President, from 1985 to 1988. It examines the 

American attitude towards the EC underlining its aggressivity when it came to deal with economic 

issues. Then, it focuses the attention on some of the many commercial disputes of the time between 

Washington and Community Brussels in order to show, on one hand, that the Commission was not a 

newcomer in that area of international relations, and on the other hand, that there was no space for 

the Commission to develop a political role because the commercial matters were serious and the 

international financial system was in crisis, therefore all the efforts had to be upon these issues. This 

second chapter ends with the first attempts by the Commission to exploit its economic relations with 

Eastern Europe as a political tool in 1988. Finally, the third chapter analyses the years between 1989 

and 1991. The new international setting characterised by revolutionary events and the Bush 

administration’s change of attitude are presented as the elements that opened the window of 

opportunity for the Commission to enhance its international political role. Then, the two trajectories 

mentioned above are explained in detail in order to demonstrate how the Commission not only found 

itself in a favourable position, but it was also significantly effective in exploiting it to gain political 

relevance within the European external action framework. At the end of 1991 the Commission held 

a new meaningful political role and was an important player in the new international scenario, 

especially in the European continent. The US recognised this evolution, consequently they wanted to 
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involve the Commission in all the political debate: the Commission became a relevant voice of the 

European Community. 
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Chapter I 

The EPC evolution: nature, aims, and the relationship with the EC Commission 

Given the plural and multilevel nature of the European Community (EC), it is not straightforward to 

study its foreign policy and the management of its international role throughout the past decades; 

therefore, for the purpose of this work, it is necessary to start by analysing the main tools the EC had 

at its disposal to shape the European external action when the Delors Commission took office in 1985. 

Consequently, the aim of this chapter is to present the principal instrument the EC and its member 

states developed starting from the 1970s to deal with the political challenges of world affairs: the 

European Political Cooperation (EPC). To be more precise, the goal of the next pages is not to 

meticulously retrace the history of the EPC, but it is to analyse the evolution, on one hand of the 

nature, and of the aims of the EPC, and on the other hand of the relationship between the EPC and 

the EC Commission. This examination is implemented mainly by analysing the official documents 

and declarations which implemented and reformed the EPC during the years. Through an attentive 

study of these documents, it is possible to demonstrate that the EC Commission obtained a more 

political role in conducting the European external action by deepening its relations with the EPC. In 

other words, this chapter shows how the path later taken by the Delors Commission in its effort to 

gain a political voice in the European foreign policy had already been traced during the evolution of 

the EPC-EC relations.  

The chapter is divided in four sections. The first deals with the decades before the European Political 

Cooperation and analyses the space and the role given to foreign policy in the first treaties designing 

European integration. The second section examines the birth and the steps of the EPC evolution 

during the 1970s to highlight the main points of interest of this intergovernmental tool and its 

relationship with the EC. The third section takes into examination the reforms and the 

institutionalisation of the EPC during the 1980s to understand what type of instrument it had become 

when Jacques Delors was appointed as Commission president. Finally, the conclusion underlines the 
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fundamental takeaways of the chapter, which are useful for the understanding of the following 

chapters. 

 

1. The European position in international affairs before the EPC 

It is undeniable that the founding fathers of the European integration project dreamed of a Europe 

based on a solid political union that could guarantee peace and wealth internally, but that could also 

play a significant role in international affairs. Indeed, the first lines of the Schuman Declaration of 9 

May 1950, the document which proposed the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community 

(ECSC), calls of a European effort towards integration because “the contribution which an organized 

and living Europe can bring to civilization is indispensable to the maintenance of peaceful relations”5. 

This opening clearly shows how the idea was to build an organization capable of contributing 

decisively to the creation of a conciliatory international environment while, at the same time, 

safeguarding the national interests of its member states. Schuman was aware that “Europe will not be 

made all at once”6, therefore he proposed a pure economic organization with the apparently basic aim 

of pooling the coal and steel production of some European countries. However, his idea was already 

looking at the future because he hoped that “by pooling basic production and by instituting a new 

High Authority, whose decisions will bind France, Germany and other member countries, this 

proposal will lead to the realization of the first concrete foundation of a European federation 

indispensable to the preservation of peace”7. Consequently, the Schuman declaration demonstrates 

that the European integration had the realization of a true political unity and the achievement of a 

meaningful international role among its goals from the outset. 

A common stance in international affairs was needed in order to gain this desired global role. 

Nevertheless, due to the practical necessity of reaching it step by step and to the opposition by member 

 
5 Schuman Declaration, French Foreign minister Robert Schuman, 9 May 1950. 
6 Ibidem. 
7 Ibidem.  
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states to concede their sovereignty, the building of a common foreign policy was not straightforward. 

The 1951 Treaty of Paris created the ECSC that, as mentioned before, focused only on internal 

economic cooperation. The European Defence Community, the proposal made by the French Prime 

minister René Pleven for creating a European supranational army, seemed to be institutionalised with 

a treaty in 1952, but it ever came to life because of the non-ratification of the French National 

Assembly in 1954. In 1961 a similar failure was suffered by the Fouchet plan, an idea for an 

intergovernmental form of political union supported by the French President Charles De Gaulle. 

The 1957 Treaties of Rome were the first successful step towards a European common international 

position. They significantly enhanced the European integration by creating the European Atomic 

Energy Community (EURATOM) and the European Economic Community (EEC). As far as the 

external dimension is concerned, the ECC was crucial because it gave life to a common external trade 

policy, which was the first tool the European Community had to perform an external action. The third 

chapter of the Treaty establishing the EEC is the one regulating this new commercial policy. 

Following article 1138, the responsibility of conducting the external commercial policy was attributed 

to the Commission, in collaboration with the Council. Moreover, according to article 116, the 

European Community gained such an all-encompassing role in the commercial area that “les États 

membres ne mènent plus, à partir de la fin de la période de transition, qu'une action commune dans 

le cadre des organisations internationales de caractère économique”9, meaning that the member states 

renounced completely to their sovereignty in every aspect of action in this field. For the purpose of 

this research, it is interesting to underline two aspects of the provisions of this treaty. First, the 

Commission became the institution holding the first tool of European foreign policy. The path of the 

Commission towards developing into one of the crucial players in shaping the European external 

action started here: it became the main actor of the new-born Community’s external action. Second, 

this instrument is clearly and severely limited to the economic and commercial area. The political 

 
8 Treaties of Rome, Traité instituant la Communauté Économique Européenne et documents annexes, Rome, 1957. 
9 Ibidem, art. 116.  
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issues of world affairs remained entirely in the hands of the member states. The distinction between 

economic competences, attributed to the Community, and political competences, attributed to the 

member states, that will characterise also the European Political Cooperation started here. The 

decision was that the political aspects of the European world role had to be kept out of the 

Community’s control and had to be managed by the member states without any type of coordination. 

In these treaties the political union dreamt by Schuman was still far to be reached. 

During the history of the European integration, it sometimes happens that the day-by-day practice 

moves faster than the official formalisation in treaties. However, during the 1960s this rigid division 

between economic affairs the Community had to deal with and political matters the Community could 

not face existed in the reality as well as in the treaties. The construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 

and the Vietnam war in the second half of the 1960s are two examples which clearly show how the 

international political affairs were inaccessible to the Community. These two events were 

significantly different: the first was internal and threatened the equilibrium and the unity of Europe, 

the second was external but it was still relevant because it involved the United States, the main ally 

of Western Europe. In both cases the Community played no significant role, and the initiative was 

entirely in the hand of the member states. There was no common external action: the leading member 

states acted on their own following only their interests. It is significant that Hanhimäki, Schoenborn 

and Zanchetta write that “when the East Germans put up a barricade of barbed wire and steel across 

Berlin in the night of 13 August 1961, the three Western powers reacted rather mildly”10 referring 

only to the United States of America, the United Kingdom, and France. The Community had no tools 

to engage with such highly political challenges, therefore remained immobile. On the other hand, the 

Community, led by the Commission, conducted the common commercial policy without hesitation. 

Between 1950s and 1960s internally the EEC made great integration and economic progresses faster 

than imagined. The Six were able to eliminate all internal tariffs and to establish a Common External 

 
10 J. M. Hanhimäki, B. Schoenborn and B. Zanchetta, Transatlantic Relations since 1945 - an Introduction, p. 66. 
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Tariff. This move had negative effects on the US exports, and some frictions between the two allies 

started to emerge. The US were disturbed by some protectionist tendencies held by the EEC, therefore 

in 1964 Washington initiated a new round of negotiations in the framework of the General Agreement 

on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). This so-called Kennedy Round (1964-1968) was the first occasion in 

which the EEC negotiated as one unit. It was time for the Commission, along with the other 

Community’s institutions, to lead the European economic external action, meaning that “these 

negotiations entailed much more than just harmonizing different tariff systems. For the Europeans, 

the success of the EEC project was on the line”11. The Community demonstrated its value12, even by 

opposing the desires of its most valuable ally, demonstrating that “no longer could the United States 

dominate GATT negotiations in the way it had previously done”13. 

These examples show how the economic side of the European global role had an effective start. 

However, the political affairs remained more incisive in those years. The political elements always 

prevailed over the economic problems. Indeed, in 1970 Washington was not too much worried by the 

commercial frictions, because “the possible economic price of a truly unified Europe is outweighed 

by the gain in the political vitality of the West as a whole”14. It means that the Community was playing 

a fair role in international economic affairs, but the meaningful and decisive arena to be engaged in 

was the political one. A new tool was needed to develop a European foreign action in the political 

domain.  

 

 

 

 
11 Ibidem, p. 76.  
12 L. Coppolaro, In Search of Power: The European Commission in the Kennedy Round Negotiations (1963–1967), in 
Contemporary European History, Cambridge University Press, Vol. 23. No. 1, January 2014, pp.23-41.  
13 G. Lundestad, “Empire” by integration, The United States and European Integration, 1945-1997, p.96. 
14 Richard Nixon, First Annual Report to the Congress on United States Foreign Policy for the 1970's, February 18, 1970.  
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2. The birth and the evolution of the European Political Cooperation 

The member states of the European Communities15 were aware of the centrality of the political field 

in world affairs. The 1960s had been a decade full of political turbulence within Europe, due to the 

undaunted behaviour of Charles De Gaulle as President of the French Republic. De Gaulle took strong 

decisions favouring, in his ideas, a strengthening of Europe and its international role16 but was never 

able to develop a political cooperation among the member states of the EC. In 1969 when De Gaulle 

left the scene the EC member states started to collaborate successfully towards the creation of a tool 

of cooperation to deal as a single organism with the political affairs in the international arena. 

The first step of this process was the meeting of Heads of State or Government of the member states 

at The Hague, held on 1 and 2 December 1969. The meeting had the aim of revising the creation of 

the common market and its effects, but it resulted to be a topic deeply correlated with the project of 

a new cooperation leaning more towards political aspects; in fact, the feeling was that “entry upon 

the final stage of the Common Market not only means confirming the irreversible nature of the work 

accomplished by the Communities, but also means paving the way for a united Europe capable of 

assuming its responsibilities in the world of tomorrow and of making a contribution commensurate 

with its traditions and its mission”17. This spirit emerging from the final communiqué showed the will 

of the six member states (hereafter, the Six) to link the final realisation of the common market with 

the start of a new cooperation in the political domain. It seems that the Six were reasoning by stages 

of progression, consequently, when the economic and commercial pillar was solid enough, it was the 

moment to proceed with more political elements. The ideas about the aims of the Community’s 

political international role were broad, but clear, somewhat recalling the ones of the Schuman Plan 

examined before. 

 
15 European Communities was the new official name since the 1967 merger of the EEC, the ECSC, and Euratom  
16 Two examples of De Gaulle’s political action are the signing of the Élysée Treaty with West Germany on 22 January 
1963 and the decision to withdraw France from NATO’s integrated military command in 1966.   
17 Final communiqué of the Hague Summit, 2 December 1969 Point 3.  
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 4. The Heads of State or Government therefore wish to reaffirm their belief in the 

political objectives which give the Community its meaning and purport, their 

determination to carry their undertaking through to the end, and their confidence in the 

final success of their efforts. Indeed, they have a common conviction that a Europe 

composed of States which, in spite of their different national characteristics, are united 

in their essential interests, assured of its internal cohesion, true to its friendly relations 

with outside countries, conscious of the role it has to play in promoting the relaxation of 

international tension and the rapprochement among all peoples, and first and foremost 

among those of the entire European continent, is indispensable if a mainspring of 

development, progress and culture, world equilibrium and peace is to be preserved.18 

Indeed, this statement already revealed some basic starting considerations for the new project. In the 

first lines it was indicated that the main actors had to be the states which could be united in their 

essential interests. The EC and its institutions are not mentioned here: the cooperation had to be 

among the member states; therefore, the intergovernmental nature of the future organism was 

immediately anticipated. Moreover, the agreement had not to be total as a real common policy, such 

as the commercial one, it could be limited to some compelling interests regarding everybody. In the 

second part the attention moved to the goals of this collaboration. Here it is interesting to note that 

the Six declared a will to act for loosening the frictions of the Cold War towards the relaxation of 

international tension and the rapprochement among all peoples, also identifying as central aim those 

of the entire European continent. It means that the member states of the EC recognised international 

peace as the ultimate objective of their external action. This declaration, even if it could sound as 

simple rhetoric, assumed a meaning in those years of global confrontations between the two great 

powers. The alliance with the United States was not under discussion, but these declarations were a 

clear sign of manoeuvre towards a space of political independence. In addition, the Six demonstrated 

 
18 Ibidem, Point 4.  
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to be aware that the future of the divided Europe had to be their top priority. So, even if this 

communiqué was just a first step, it already launched some meaningful messages for the international 

role of the EC and its member states in the years to come. On the basis of these premises, the heads 

of state and government of the EC agreed “to instruct the Ministers for Foreign Affairs to study the 

best way of achieving progress in the matter of political unification”19 leading to the next step of the 

process.  

The occasion to move forward was the meeting of the Foreign Ministers of the Six held in 

Luxembourg on 27 October 1970. The aim of this summit was to enhance the political unification of 

the EC member states through a cooperation in managing foreign policy matters. The result was the 

adoption of the Davignon Report which officially created the European Political Cooperation.  

The first part of the Davignon Report sets the spirit for the creation of the EPC. The ministers of the 

Six confirmed the idea of a European evolution by stages, indeed they talked about a “united Europe, 

conscious of the responsibilities incumbent on it by reason of its economic development, industrial 

power and standard of living”20 which, due to these achieved levels of wealth, had now to turn towards 

international political matters “to bring nearer the day when Europe can speak with one voice”21. A 

solid link was established between the economic progress made in the previous decades through the 

common effort led by the Community and the political progress which needed to be built. This 

political enhancement had to be carried on by the member states, because “this united Europe remains 

the fundamental aim, to be attained as soon as possible, thanks to the political will of the peoples and 

the decisions of their Governments”22. This stress on the role of the peoples and their governments is 

a clear anticipation of the exclusive intergovernmental nature of the EPC. The final point of the first 

part efficaciously resumes the premises for the creation of the EPC.  

 
19 Ibidem, point 15.  
20 Davignon Report, Luxembourg, 27 October 1970, Part one, Point 4. 
21 Ibidem, part one, point 8.  
22 Ibidem, part one, point 5.  
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10. Current developments in the European Communities make it necessary for the 

Member States to step up their political cooperation and, in the initial stage, to provide 

themselves with ways and means of harmonizing their views in the field of international 

politics. The Ministers therefore felt that foreign policy concertation should be the object 

of the first practical endeavours to demonstrate to all that Europe has a political vocation. 

The Ministers are, in fact, convinced that progress here would be calculated to promote 

the development of the Communities and give Europeans a keener awareness of their 

common responsibility.23 

The effort by the Six to step up their political cooperation originated from the current developments 

in the European Communities, confirming both the connection and the distinction between the 

economic progress carried on by the Community and the political one entrusted with the member 

states. This attempt would be based on foreign policy concertation between the ministers, giving the 

central role exclusively to the Six. Finally, the endeavour aims to demonstrate to all that Europe has 

a political vocation, in order to build a Europe with a strong international role. 

The second part of the Davignon report deals with the technical matters of how the EPC would work. 

These provisions established an EPC with a pure intergovernmental nature, completely outside from 

the EC framework. The aims of “harmonization of views, concertation of attitudes and joint action”24 

had to be fulfilled through a pragmatic and serviceable structure composed simply by the ministerial 

meetings to be held at least one every six months and by the political committee, an organ comprising 

the heads of the political departments. The complete absence of a secretariat is the evident sign of the 

Six’s will to keep the EPC as a simple tool without cumbersome bureaucracy. For the sake of this 

work, the most interesting point of this second part is the one about the relationship between the EPC 

and the European Commission. It shortly recites that “the Commission will be consulted if the 

 
23 Ibidem, Part one, Point 10.  
24 Ibidem, Part two, Point I. Objectives (b).  
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activities of the European Communities are affected by the work of the Ministers”25. This formula 

was based on the simultaneous connection and distinction between economic and political matters of 

the premises, and it aimed at drawing a sharp line between the EPC’s competences of political nature 

and the Commission’s duties in the commercial field. This distinction derived from the strong desire 

of the EC member states to maintain the total control over their foreign policies reinforcing the 

intergovernmental nature of the EPC. The ministers of the Six wanted to create a forum where the 

EC could not have a too much meaningful right of intervention. The Commission had to be involved 

only when the EPC would have touched upon its competences. On the other hand, this article 

demonstrates that the EC member states were aware that imposing a total distinction between political 

and economic matters is difficult when setting an external action. At least, they had to mention the 

Commission and they also recognised its possible role in the work of the EPC. This is the link that 

the Commission would start exploiting to gain actorness and centrality in the EC external dimension. 

Indeed, immediately at the beginning it was evident that this distinction was too artificial to 

effectively work in the reality of making foreign policy. In November 1970 at the first meeting of the 

foreign ministers held in Munich the Commission was admitted only to the second part of the 

discussion when the economic aspects of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 

(CSCE) were dealt with, while it was kept outside from the first part about the European political 

involvement with the Middle East. In 1972 this practice started to being softened by allowing the 

Commission to participate at least as auditor and observer to the working groups about the CSCE and 

especially to the ministerial meetings of the EPC. These were first steps towards a collaboration 

between the Six and the EC institutions; however, Christopher Audland, Deputy Secretary General 

of the European Commission from 1973 to 1981, in his memories defined the EPC as a club where 

the Commission was allowed but could not access to every door in it26, because “the diplomats — 

 
25 Ibidem, Part two, Point V. Commission and the European Communities.  
26 See M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della 
guerra fredda, pp. 16-17. 
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particularly the French — had been given instructions to prevent the possibility of its being involved 

in discussions on matters outside its sphere of competence”27. 

In the Davignon Report the ministers of the Six agreed “to pursue their work on the best way to 

achieve progress towards political unification” and “to submit a second report”28. The occasion to 

fulfil this agreement was the meeting held in Copenhagen on 23 July 1973. The result was the second 

report on European political cooperation in foreign policy matters. The analysis of its content leads 

to further reflections about the three most interesting aspects of the EPC: its nature, its aims, and its 

relationship with the EC Commission.  

Starting from the EPC nature, in the first part of the Copenhagen document the ministers of the nine29 

EC member states (hereafter, the Nine) consolidated the intergovernmental approach of the EPC by 

declaring that “the Member States have been able to consider and decide matters jointly so as to make 

common political action possible”30 without mentioning the EC institutions. At the same time the 

Nine express appreciation for the straightforward organisation recognising “that the characteristically 

pragmatic mechanisms set up by the Luxembourg Report have shown their flexibility and 

effectiveness”31. While the intergovernmental nature remained a basic pillar, the pragmatic approach 

started facing some degrees of institutionalisation; indeed, in the second part the ministers agree to 

set up the Group of Correspondents, consisting of officials in the Foreign Ministry “entrusted with 

the task of following the implementation of political co-operation and of studying problems of 

organization and problems of a general nature.”32 This is the first step of a process that would lead 

the EPC to lose its flexible organization in favour of a more permanent structure. 

 
27 The European Commission 1973-1986. History and Memories of an Institution, Publications Office of the European 
Union, Luxembourg, 2014, Chapter 23, p. 425.  
28 Davignon Report, Part three, Point 1.  
29 In 1973 the EC member states passed from six to nine with the accession of Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom.   
30 Second report on European political cooperation in foreign policy matters, Copenhagen, 23 July 1973, Part I.  
31 Ibidem, Part I.  
32 Ibidem, Part II, Point 3. The Group of “Correspondants”.  
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Moving to the aims of the EPC, the most relevant element is that the general call for relaxation of 

international tensions made in the communiqué of the 1969 The Hague summit here was brought to 

another level. The ministers agreed that “Europe now needs to establish its position in the world as a 

distinct entity”33, as if their goal was to make Europe a third pole in the Cold War. Once again, it did 

not mean that the transatlantic alliance was doubted, but it was a further sign of a European awareness 

of its political interests and will to bring an original contribution to world equilibrium. This new 

consciousness of the European political needs was confirmed by the agreement that “the subject dealt 

with must concern European interests whether in Europe itself or elsewhere”34. This provision was 

an explicit declaration that Europe desires to be able to take care of herself alone within the 

international arena.  

Finally, dealing with the EPC-Commission relationship, this second report did not change the 

approach of distinction between competences. In the first part the Nine judged positively the 

collaboration with the Commission when needed by expressing “satisfaction that these contacts have 

now become a reality and that a constructive and continuing dialogue is in course both at the level of 

experts and of the Political Committee, and at ministerial meetings”35. In the second part the 

document briefly recites that “the Commission is invited to make known its views in accordance with 

current practice”36 simply confirming the present framework. The line drawn between economic 

matters the Commission must manage and political issues the EPC had to look into remained the 

fundamental element to distinguish the member states’ collaboration from the EC action. The second 

report of Copenhagen did not solve this crucial point. 

As mentioned before, this tension of competences created practical problems in everyday work. An 

example of the senseless attachment to this distinction is what happened in 1973. One day the 

 
33 Ibidem, Part I. 
34 Ibidem, Part II, Point 11. Priorities to be set in respect of the Matters to be dealt with within the framework of Political 
Cooperation. 
35 Ibidem, Part I.  
36 Ibidem, Part II, Point 12. Relationship between the Work of the Political Co-operation Machinery and that carried out 
within the framework of the European Communities. 
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ministers of foreign affairs of the Nine had a meeting in Brussels in the morning to discuss economic 

issues within the EC framework; later in the afternoon, having to deal with political matters regarding 

the EPC, they took an airplane to fly to Copenhagen to have the political meeting there37. This surreal 

anecdote was the proof, on one hand of the unsustainability of this distinction of domains, but, on the 

other hand of the solid will of the member states to not concede anything to the EC on the political 

front. In addition, these tensions not only generated embarrassing episodes, but it could also damage 

the actual effectiveness of the EPC action. Indeed, the problem of consistency emerged. Often when 

dealing with international political problems the economic sanctions are needed to persuade or punish 

another actor; therefore, the EPC needed to cooperate with the EC, especially with the Commission, 

in order to have the economic weapon in its arsenal for political action. The first real case where the 

Nine could appreciate the role of consistency was the revolution in Portugal. Between 1974 and 1975 

the new Portugal, freed from the dictatorship, asked for financial help to the EC. Here the EPC and 

the Commission were able to collaborate meaningfully, consequently they agreed the financial 

support to Portugal, but with the strict political conditionality that the new government would have 

promoted democratic reforms38. This episode showed the power of consistency. It was the concrete 

proof that the distinction of competences made by the Nine could be counterproductive, and that a 

solution was needed.  

Recognising the importance of consistency, the European member states believed in two tools to 

foster their sense of unity: identity and values. So, these elements were used also in order to build a 

more consistent and organic external action. On 14 December 1973, even before the Portuguese 

episode that showed the importance of consistency, the Nine issued the Declaration on European 

Identity in Copenhagen. The EC member states wanted to make this declaration because “this will 

enable them to achieve a better definition of their relations with other countries and of their 

 
37 See M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della 
guerra fredda, p. 18. 
38 Ibidem, p.19.  
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responsibilities and the place which they occupy in world affairs”39. The basic idea was that defining 

the European identity keeping together the EC and its member states would have helped the 

cooperation to act in the international arena as one entity, because “Europe must unite and speak 

increasingly with one voice if it wants to make itself heard and play its proper rôle in the world”40. 

The final point of the declaration clearly resumes the sense it held for the Nine.  

22. The European identity will evolve as a function of the dynamic construction of a 

United Europe. In their external relations, the Nine propose progressively to undertake 

the definition of their identity in relation to other countries or groups of countries. They 

believe that in so doing they will strengthen their own cohesion and contribute to the 

framing of a genuinely European foreign policy. They are convinced that building up this 

policy will help them to tackle with confidence and realism further stages in the 

construction of a United Europe thus making easier the proposed transformation of the 

whole complex of their relations into a European Union.41 

The hope of the EC member states was that affirming the European identity could strengthen their 

own cohesion and contribute to the framing of a genuinely European foreign policy. The consistency 

would have come from the awareness of acting from the same point of departure grounded on 

European identity. In addition, it is important to underline the international context in which the Nine 

issued this declaration. Indeed, in 1973 two facts destabilized the transatlantic relations pushing the 

EC to affirm their independent identity against Washington. First, on 23 April 1973 the US National 

Security Advisor Henry Kissinger delivered a speech before the Associated Press in New York 

launching the initiative of the Year of Europe, an attempt by the Nixon administration to redefine the 

transatlantic relations. The main problem was that Kissinger emphasized that “while the United States 

had global responsibilities, the Europeans only had more regional ones”42 leading the EC member 

 
39 Declaration on European Identity, Copenhagen, 14 December 1973, Introduction.  
40 Ibidem, point 6.  
41 Ibidem, point 22.  
42 G. Lundestad, “Empire” by integration, The United States and European Integration, 1945-1997, p. 106. 
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states to “stress the political equality of the EC and the US”43. Second, in October 1973 the Yom 

Kippur war between Israel and the Arab states broke out, and “the transatlantic split encompassed 

three main issues: the military resupply of Israel, the American alert vis-à-vis the Soviet Union, and 

the Arab oil embargo against the West”44. The Europeans independently chose their positions in these 

three crucial war issues demonstrating a solid common position. Thus, the declaration on European 

identity was drafted against this international background, and it was a way to further declare the 

European independent and strong will to deal with international affairs45. This new common will was 

demonstrated by the European effort to lead the CSCE (Conference on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe) process that culminated with the Helsinki Final Act (1975) and its follow up meetings. It was 

the tool starting the so-called European détente46.  

A few years later, in 1978, the Nine held a European Council in Copenhagen on 7 and 8 April. In that 

occasion they issued the Declaration on Democracy which was another attempt to recognise their 

common ground by identifying democracy as a value they all shared. In this document the heads of 

state and government, recalling the Copenhagen Declaration on European identity, confirmed their 

will “to safeguard the principles of representative democracy, of the rule of law, of social justice and 

of respect for human rights”47. The defence of democracy and its principle became the central 

legitimising strategy of European external action. Once again, the Nine wanted to codify a common 

set of value that could be the driving element for shaping the European foreign policy. So, in order to 

reach the consistency needed to conduct an external action, the EC member states tried to define their 

guiding principles but did not concretely discuss the distinction of competences. The goal was to 

identify elements that could bring together the EC and its member states rather than debating the 

 
43 Ibidem.  
44 G. Lundestad, The United States and Western Europe since 1945, p. 162. 
45 See D. Möckli, European foreign policy during the Cold War: Heath, Brandt, Pompidou and the dream of political 
unity, I.B. Tauris, 2008.   
46 See A. Romano, From Detente in Europe to European Detente: How the West Shaped the Helsinki CSCE, P.I.E. Peter 
Lang: Bruxelles, 2009; and A. Romano, Détente, entente, or linkage? The Helsinki conference on security and 
cooperation in Europe in U.S. relations with the Soviet Union, in Diplomatic History, 33:4, 2009, pp. 703-722. 
47 Declaration on Democracy, annex D of final text of the European Council, Copenhagen, 7-8 April 1978.  
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concrete disagreements, indeed “a general political commitment to democracy as a fundamental value 

avoided any clashes that may have come from attempts to define what such adherence would look 

like in practice, while still providing a sense of belonging to a shared political community”48. 

Despite the positive efforts the EC member states carried on in order to build and improve the EPC, 

in 1979 the reality demonstrated that the EPC needed to be reformed. In fact, in 1979 two international 

crises asked for a European intervention that did not live up to the expectations: the Iranian revolution 

with the crisis of the American hostages and the invasion of Afghanistan by the USSR. In both cases 

the EPC tools were not suitable to permit the EC and its member states to play the significant role 

they desired. Simple declarations were not enough to make a difference and economic sanctions 

risked being too damaging for the EC itself. The problems of coordination and the lack of effective 

tools to face such delicate and serious situations proved the EPC ineffective49. Consequently, 1979 

was the year calling for a significant reform of the EPC. 

 

3. The reform of the EPC: from the London report to the Single European Act 

Showing a positive understanding of the reality and of the shortcomings of the EPC, the foreign 

ministers of the EC member states had a meaningful debate about how reforming this tool of 

cooperation during 1980 and 1981. As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, a systematic 

reconstruction of the entire history of this debate goes beyond the scope of this research, but it is 

nevertheless useful to analyse some core aspects of it50. 

The main problem was the ineffectiveness of the EPC action and management of the coordinated 

effort. The EPC lacked a functional bureaucratic apparatus; therefore, everything fell on the shoulders 

 
48 E. De Angelis and E. Karamouzi, Enlargement and the Historical Origins of the European Community’s Democratic 
Identity, 1961–1978, in Contemporary European History, Cambridge University Press, 25, 3, 2016, p. 458. 
49 See M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della 
guerra fredda, pp. 26-51. 
50 For further in-depth historical analysis of the debate, see M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione 
politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della guerra fredda, Chapter 2.  
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of the Presidency. The organization of the decision-making process depended entirely on the quality 

and interests of the officials of the member state holding the Presidency. This situation led to inaction 

in most of the cases. As the Belgian foreign minister Henri Simonet noted in April 1980 in a document 

he prepared to highlight the EPC weaknesses, the structure of the EPC forced the Nine to conduct 

only a declaratory diplomacy which was not followed by concrete actions. They could only react to 

international crises, as they had no tools to foresee or prevent them. Within the EPC framework the 

Nine limited themselves to acknowledge these challenges and to make an official declaration about 

the situation. There was no European strategic plan in foreign policy. In general, it was clear that the 

best solution would have been to create a secretariat. However, this proposal was deeply debated 

because it could change the entire nature of the EPC. The French foreign minister Jean François-

Poncet strongly opposed the institutionalisation of the EPC, since it would have lost its crucial plain 

and pragmatic nature. Similarly, the British foreign minister Lord Peter Carrington was worried that 

a secretariat could alter the intergovernmental nature of the EPC. It was significant that also the EC 

Commission participated in the debate for an EPC reform through a document drafted in March 1981 

by the General Secretary of the Commission Émile Noël. Since “the Commission was well aware of 

the primarily reactive nature of EPC to crises and conflicts all over the world”51, its first proposal was 

for the establishment of permanent political secretariat in Brussels. However, knowing that this idea 

could not be accepted by the Nine, which were jealous of the intergovernmental approach of the EPC, 

the Commission also made another proposal. This second suggestion recommended to organise all 

the meeting of the expert groups of the Political Committee in Brussels; in this way the Nine would 

have created a sort of infrastructure in Brussels that could have become a useful base to manage the 

international crises. By trying to accommodate the desires of the foreign ministers, the Commission 

demonstrated to think that “any collaboration between Member States was a good thing, even if it 

took place outside the Community framework” because “experience showed that many of the topics 

 
51 The European Commission 1973-1986. History and Memories of an Institution, Chapter 23, p. 427.  
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addressed in EPC tended, once they had become tangible and technical, gradually to move on to 

Community forums”52. The Commission already foresaw that sooner or later granting it a more 

central role within the ECP would have become a necessity to shape a real common European external 

action.  

After a long debate and various proposals, in May 1981 during a meeting at Venlo in the Netherlands 

the ten EC member states53 (hereafter, the Ten) rejected all the ideas suggesting structural reforms, 

such as the institution of a secretariat, preferring once again more practical solutions. The United 

Kingdom took the Presidency, so Lord Carrington could lead the final stage of this process. Given 

the strong intergovernmental approach of the British foreign minister, the basic approach was to 

reform the EPC to achieve a more effective functioning, but without transforming it too much. 

Finally, the result was the so-called London Report approved by the Ten on 13 October 1981 in 

London. 

In the preamble the foreign ministers acknowledged the difficulties the EPC had been experiencing 

noting that “the Ten are still far from playing a role in the world appropriate to their combined 

influence”54. They also added that “the Ten should seek increasingly to shape events and not merely 

to react to them”55 recognising the ineffectiveness of an exclusively declaratory diplomacy. 

Anticipating the possible solutions, they made immediately clear in the preamble that “agree to 

maintain the flexible and pragmatic approach”56 of the EPC. So, the answer to the non-functional role 

of the Presidency had to respect these premises. Indeed, point 10 regarding the Presidency set a reform 

which did not go too much beyond the EPC nature.  

10. As political cooperation has developed, the areas of agreement among the Ten have 

enlarged and the range of subjects handled has become more extensive. The workload of 

 
52 Ibidem, p. 427.  
53 In 1981 The EC member states became ten with the accession of Greece.  
54 Report on European Political Cooperation, London, 13 October 1981, Preamble.  
55 Ibidem.  
56 Ibidem.  
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the Presidency in its role as spokesman in the European Parliament, and in contacts with 

third countries, has also increased. These trends may be expected to continue, 

particularly in the light of the enlargement of the Community. As a result it has become 

desirable to strengthen the organization and assure the continuity of political cooperation 

and to provide operational support for the Presidency without, however, reducing the 

direct contact, pragmatism and economy which are among the chief virtues of the present 

arrangements. Henceforth the Presidency will be assisted by a small team of officials 

seconded from preceding and succeeding presidencies. These officials will remain in the 

employment of their national foreign ministries, and will be on the staff of their embassy 

in the presidency capital. They will be at the disposition of the Presidency and will work 

under its direction.57 

After admitting the need to provide operational support for the Presidency, the reform consisted in 

the creation of a Troika composed of the outgoing President, the President in office and his future 

successor. In the eyes of the Ten, it was the perfect solution because it did guarantee help to the 

Presidency in order to shape a more effective decision-making process and, at the same time, it did 

not create any political secretariat keeping everything in the hand of the states’ officials without 

reducing the direct contact, pragmatism and economy which are among the chief virtues of the 

present arrangements. Thus, a way to strengthen the EPC action was introduced and the 

intergovernmental nature of it was protected.  

The other, and even more meaningful, aspect of the London Report referred to the relations between 

the activities of the EPC and those of the EC. Two provisions from the same point need to be analysed. 

The first one regarded the problem of consistency mentioned before. Indeed, the Ten agreed that “the 

Presidency will ensure that the discussion of the Community and political cooperation aspects of 

 
57 Ibidem, Point 10.  
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certain questions are coordinated if the subject-matter requires this”58. This pledge for a coordination 

with the EC institutions was still limited by the domain of the subjects under discussion, but it was a 

clear anticipation of the centrality the principle of consistency would have had in future EC treaties. 

The Ten recognised that making sure their action was coordinated with the one of the EC was 

fundamental to build the European international role. The second provision referred to the 

relationship between the EPC and the EC Commission. It was revolutionary because it heightened 

the role of the Commission by stating that “within the framework of the established rules and 

procedures the Ten attach importance to the Commission of the European Communities being fully 

associated with political cooperation, at all levels”59. The Commission was finally invited to 

collaborate with the EPC at all levels. The line of distinction of competences drawn since the 

Davignon Report which caused problems during the 1970s was almost cancelled. The division of 

domains was not completely overridden, but the Commission was asked to gain a more political role. 

This was the revolutionary approach the London Report offered. It was a significant step forward the 

enhancement of the role of the Commission. It was the beginning of the path the Delors Commission 

would have taken decisively to create a political actorness of the Commission in EC external action. 

Thus, even if the UK was the greatest promotor of the London Report, it resulted in a step forward 

towards a greater political role of the EC in the management of the European external action, 

especially the Commission. However, in 1981 some member states tried to further enhance the EC 

competences in dealing with international affairs by proposing a broader reform of the EPC. The main 

actors of this attempt were the German foreign minister Genscher and his Italian colleague Emilio 

Colombo. On 6 January 1981 Genscher delivered a speech in Stuttgart in which he proposed a 

European Political Union where the distinction between Community’s competences and EPC’s ones 

had to completely disappear. This new Union had to manage all the aspects of the European foreign 

policy. This starting position, after months of consultations with the Italian side which held a softer 

 
58 Ibidem, Point 12.  
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position, became the so-called Genscher-Colombo plan, presented to the Council of minister of 

foreign affairs on 12 November 1981. This plan asked for a greater involvement of all EC institutions 

proposing a procedure of consultations between EPC and the EC bodies in order to shape the 

European external action. This plan immediately found the opposition of the member states, 

especially France and the United Kingdom. Finally, the plan resulted in a simple solemn Declaration 

on the European Union approved by the Stuttgart European Council on 19 June 1983, a non-legally 

binding document with general provisions lacking any real political meaning60. The destiny of the 

Genscher-Colombo plan was the sign that at the beginning of the 1980s the London Report was the 

maximum possible progress of EPC reform the member states were willing to concede. In the next 

years the Commission had to demonstrate its value on the field in order to gain a broader political 

role in external action.  

The reality, indeed, counted more than the reports and the declarations. As mentioned before, in 1979 

two crises as Afghanistan and Teheran showed the need of an EPC reform. Similarly, in 1981 and 

1982 two international challenges emerged to test the new EPC of the London Report: the crisis in 

Poland (1981) and the Falklands/Malvinas war (1982). The two events seem different, but they 

proved the same point: thanks to the reform of the London Report, the EPC could act faster and, more 

important, could coordinate effectively with the EC Commission in order to alternate the political and 

the economic pressure. The political declarations were finally followed by solid actions imposing 

economic sanctions. In both cases, the EPC and the EC applied the principle of consistency which 

was not yet enshrined in any treaty or report. In addition, in the Polish case Europe was able to resist 

the Reagan administration’s pressures to impose harsher economic sanctions demonstrating to have 

that political independence to be a sort of third pole in the Cold War they claimed since the Davignon 

Report. On its side, “the Falklands War showed, in terms of both substance and procedure, the 

 
60 For further in-depth historical analysis of the Genscher-Colombo plan, see M. E. Guasconi, Prove di politica estera, 
La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della guerra fredda, Chapter 2, pp. 80-103. 



32 
 

increasing closeness between the Community and the EPC context”61 demonstrating that the London 

Report significantly enhanced the EC role when it came to international affairs. In other words, these 

two international challenges indicated once again that the distinction of political and economic 

competences was simply artificial, because what Europe needed to play a decisive international role 

was a coordinated and consistent EPC-EC action on the field. 

In a decade the EPC made significant steps forward, but it was still far from being the tool allowing 

the EC and its member states to build a common European foreign policy. After the London Report, 

the next evolution of the EPC was constituted in the European Single Act finally approved in 1986. 

As clarified before, for the sake of this work it more important the analysis of the final result than the 

actual process of negotiations.62 However, in this case it is significant to underline that the EC 

Commission, led by Jacques Delors, acted as the main driving force to include the provisions about 

the EPC in the final text. Indeed, at the beginning the proposal for the document had as main goal the 

transformation of the Treaties of Rome for accommodating the realisation of the Common Market, 

and the member states did not foresee a single text dealing with both the internal market and the 

political cooperation for the foreign policy. It was the tireless action of the Delors Commission that 

allowed the achievement of a single treaty. Thus, the Single European Act included the dispositions 

reforming the ECSC treaty, the EEC and EURATOM treaties and the EPC reports.  

The Commission led the negotiations about the specific part of the EPC, dealing with opposing views 

by central member states such as France and the United Kingdom, with the aim of declaring 

inseparable the link between the economic and social progress of the EC and the enhancement of a 

truly European external action. The result was the Title III of the treaty composed of the twelve 

paragraphs of article 30 which marked important progresses, especially in three domains.  

 
61 The European Commission 1973-1986. History and Memories of an Institution, Chapter 23, p. 428. 
62 For further in-depth historical analysis of the process of negotiation of the Single European Act, see M. E. Guasconi 
Prove di politica estera, La Cooperazione politica europea, l’Atto Unico Europeo e la fine della guerra fredda, Chapter 
3, pp. 153-166. 
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The first one was the institutionalisation of the EPC. Indeed, paragraph 10 of article 30 created a 

secretariat for assisting the work of the Presidency. Given the strong opposition by the member states 

against such an institutionalisation in the previous years, this was a major achievement. It was the 

sign that the EPC had entered the logics of the EC. It stopped being the pragmatic and flexible tool 

entirely in the hands of the member states. Naturally it did not mean that the foreign ministers lost all 

their power, but it was a significant evolution. 

The second provision to be noted is paragraph 3. It dealt with the relationship between the EPC action 

and the EC Commission. It established regular meetings between Commission officials and the EPC 

in order to foster the coordination. It also reiterated that “the Commission shall be fully associated 

with the proceedings of Political Co-operation”63. This formula recalled the one of the London Report 

and restates that the EPC-Commission collaboration had to be fully implemented. The distinction of 

competences was once again denied, or at least softened, by official declarations. The Commission 

made another step towards a greater political role in managing the European position in global affairs.  

Finally, the third crucial aspect was the official formulation of the principle of consistency.  

5. The external policies of the European Community and the policies agreed in European 

Political Co-operation must be consistent. The Presidency and the Commission, each 

within its own sphere of competence, shall have special responsibility for ensuring that 

such consistency is sought and maintained.64  

It is the first time the term consistency appeared in an official treaty. The past practical experiences 

of the previous years, especially the crises of 1981 and 1982, taught the EC and its member states the 

importance of a consistent effort. Thus, The Single European Act attributed legal status to the 

principle of consistency. It was agreed that it was basic to build a common European external action. 

 
63 Single European Act, Official Journal of the European Communities, No L 169/1, 29 June 1987article 30, paragraph 3 
(b).  
64 Ibidem, paragraph 5.  
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Moreover, it is significant that the Commission was given the responsibility for ensuring that such 

consistency is sought and maintained. It was another sign of the enhancement of the actorness of the 

Commission within the domain of European external action. From now on it would be impossible for 

the EPC to build an external action without collaborating with the EC Commission. 

 

4. Conclusion 

After a brief analysis of the role of foreign policy at the origins of the European integration project, 

this chapter has described the evolution of the European Political Cooperation from the Davignon 

Report (1970) to the Single European Act (1986). The core aspects of this process regard the nature 

of the EPC, its aims, and its relationship with the EC Commission. Starting from the nature, in its 

developmental process the EPC has kept intact its intergovernmental approach, but it experienced a 

growth in terms of institutionalisation. The Davignon Report and the following Copenhagen Report 

(1973) strongly stressed the need to maintain the EPC as a pragmatic tool. The first discussions to 

change this approach occurred during the debate for reforms in 1980/1981, but at the end the London 

Report (1981) preserved the EPC flexibility, and the proposals for a stronger change disappeared in 

the inconsistent Stuttgart Declaration (1983). However, the EPC was finally institutionalised with the 

creation of a secretariat and its inclusion in the framework of the Single European Act (1986). 

Moving to the EPC aims, they constitute the more solid element. The goals of the EPC, in fact, did 

not change much during the years. Since the Hague communiqué (1969) the stress was put upon the 

struggle for peace and relaxation of the international relations, calling for a sort of third pole role for 

Europe in the setting of the Cold War. The Declaration on European Identity (1973) and the 

Declaration on Democracy (1978) added as objectives the protection of the European way of being 

based on democracy and rule of law. 

Finally, the most significant evolution occurred in the EPC-Commission relationship. In the 

Davignon Report a line of distinction between the Commission competences relegated to the 
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economic domain and the EPC competences referring to the political area was drawn. Thus, the 

Commission was involved in the EPC only when EC matters were touched upon. However, the crises 

on the field showed how this division was artificial and counterproductive; therefore, in the London 

Report and in the Single European Act the member states had to agree that the Commission had to be 

fully involved in the EPC activities. The rigid separation was softened, and the Commission gained 

a broader and stronger political role. In addition, the enhancement of this relationship brought to the 

emergence and the institutionalisation in the Single European Act of the principle of consistency, 

fundamental to shape an effective common European external action. 

To sum up, this chapter showed that when, in 1985, the Delos Commission started the effort to 

strengthen the role of the Commission in the management of Community’s external dimension, it 

found a path that had already been traced in that direction.   
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Chapter II 

The Commission relations with the US in 1985-1988: not yet a political player 

The 1980s are considered a difficult decade for the transatlantic relations65. The United States of 

America and the European Community, together with its member states, had to deal with a significant 

number of disputes that opened “a serious divergence between Washington and most European 

capitals in both economic policy and approach to the Cold War”66. Thus, when Jacques Delors 

officially took office as President of the European Commission on 6 January 1985, the challenges to 

face in the framework of the transatlantic relations were numerous ranging from commercial disputes 

to more political issues67. 

In this chapter Günter Burghardt’s archival papers dealing with the events from 1985 to 1988 are 

analysed in order to present an outlook of how these disagreements were managed by the EC 

Commission officials dealing with external relations. The methodological choice to select the four 

years between 1985 and 1988 is dictated by the end of the second Reagan administration in January 

1989. Against this background, the aims of this chapter are three. The first is to examine the main 

themes of the relationship and the negotiating attitudes the Commission brought to the discussion 

table. This analysis demonstrates that between 1985 and 1988 the matters under discussion by the 

Commission and Washington were still mainly commercial, allowing a marginal space for political 

talks. It also shows how both the EC and the US knew they held a shared responsibility to support the 

world economic and trading system, but they held different negotiating attitudes. Given the 

prevalence of commercial matters in the transatlantic talks, the second goal is to study how the EC 

Commission managed some of these disputes. This investigation proves that the Commission was not 

 
65 See G. Lundestad, “Empire” by Integration – The United States and European Integration, 1945-1997, pp. 108-116.  
66 N. Piers Ludlow, The Unnoticed Apogee of Atlanticism? U.S.–Western European Relations during the Early Reagan 
Era, in Kiran Klaus Patel and Kenneth Weisbrode (ed.) European Integration and the Atlantic Community in the 1980s, 
Cambridge University Press, September 2013, p. 18.  
67 See D. Basosi, The European Community and International Reaganomics, 1981–1985, in K. K. Patel and K. Weisbrode 
(eds.), European Integration and the Atlantic Community in the 1980s, Cambridge University Press, September 2013, 
chapter 7, pp. 133-153.  
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a newcomer in trade relations, therefore it was competent in defending alone the EC interests. In other 

words, it proves that the Commission was able to effectively conduct its portion of external action 

regarding the common commercial policy. The third and final objective of the chapter is to 

demonstrate that during the four years under analysis even if the Commission still struggled to play 

a more political role, the economic relations Community Brussels was able to build, especially with 

Eastern Europe, enhanced its political relevance. This was a crucial step in the path towards gaining 

a broader role in the European external action. 

As noted in the introductory chapter, it is important to bear in mind a methodological premise. This 

study is conducted on the exclusive basis of EC Commission documents, consequently the 

examination of the US behaviour is produced with a European lens. It means that it is more precise 

to state that, when dealing with the American positions, this work explains how the EC saw the 

American negotiating attitude rather than how Washington actually looked at Community Brussels. 

The chapter is divided in four sections. The first one presents the major trade disputes on the table 

and describes the negotiating attitudes of the two actors. The second deals with three specific 

commercial matters, selected among many to describe the effective action of the EC Commission in 

managing them. The third section analyses the Commission’s role in some crucial political events 

related to the East-West relations and its effort to build economic relations with Eastern Europe. 

Finally, the conclusion crystallizes the main points of the chapter to depict this first phase of the 

evolution of the EC Commission role in the framework of European external action.  

 

1. EC Commission-United States: a pure commercial relationship approached with different 

attitudes 

As mentioned above, the 1980s were years of significant disagreements between the two sides of the 

Atlantic. However, it is crucial to underline that “despite the periodic transatlantic disputes that 

punctuate the period, some of the underlying mechanics of the partnership between the United States 
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and its principal Western European allies continued to work surprisingly smoothly”68. Among these 

mechanics that did not stop working it is important to mention the summits between the US and the 

EC Commission. The main official occasions to develop this relationship were the annual December 

ministerial meetings between the American officials led by the US Secretary of State and the 

Commission agents, a custom started in 198269. For the sake of this work the attention is concentrated 

upon these US-Commission relations, while taking into account that “by the 1980s cooperation 

between Western Europe and the United States was carried out through an unprecedentedly thick 

layer of multilateral structures”70 where the EC various institutions and its member states all played 

their own role. Thus, the EC Commission’s dealings with the US were just one piece of a wider 

transatlantic relations framework.  

 

1.1 The importance of the Transatlantic relationship and its main themes  

Before examining the negotiating attitudes of the EC and the US, it is essential to analyse why the 

US-EC relations mattered and the main themes they covered in the second half of the 1980s. Delors 

took office on 6 January 1985, and on 7 January the head of the European Commission delegation in 

Washington, Sir Roy Denman, sent him a letter71. The aim of this document was to draw the 

framework of the US-EC trading relationship in 1985 and 1986. This letter presented the general 

commercial matters under discussion and explained why the EC-US significantly mattered. 

The first aspect to mention is the trade centrality in the relationship between the two sides of the 

Atlantic. The title of the letter was: “Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading 

relationship in 1985 and 1986”. It clearly put the commercial dimension at the centre anticipating that 

 
68 Ibidem, p. 19.  
69 Historical Archives European Union (HAEU), Florence, Fond Günter Burghardt, GB-9, European Commission, 
Background document, Le dialogue Communaute/États-Unis, Brussels, 19 April 1985.  
70 Ibidem, p. 31. 
71 HAEU, GB-9, European Commission, Letter, Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading relationship 
in 1985 and 1986, From Washington to Brussels, Roy Denman, Delegation of the Commission of the European 
Communities, 7 January 1985, Confidential.  
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the main area of the transatlantic relations the Commission had to manage was trade. It was not a 

surprise, given the Commission’s exclusive commercial competences, but it was the confirmation 

that in 1985 the Commission still did not play a relevant political role in the European external action. 

Indeed, in order to explain the importance of the EC-US relations, Denman started with some purely 

commercial data underlining that “among their (of the US) export markets the European Community 

was in 1983 the biggest, taking 22 percent of all American export” and also that “we are now 

exchanging annually something like $100 billion worth of goods between us”72. Thus, Denman 

clarified that, from the economic viewpoint, the relationship mattered because it was a flourish part 

of the trade of both the EC and the US. However, Denman also wrote that the EC-US “relationship 

is not simply a trading one. Fundamentally it is a political one”73. This further consideration 

demonstrated that the Commission was aware of the strict link between the political and the economic 

realm that characterised transatlantic relations, but these political matters were out of the 

Commission’s control. Regarding the main themes to be discussed in 1985 and in the coming years74, 

the most important challenges would come from various trade disputes. In general, Denman called 

for particular attention on the protectionist sentiment of the US Congress that was manifest in the 

discussions for the 1984 Trade Bill and on the agricultural issues, in particular in relation to the 

agricultural subsidies. However, according to Denman, the most significant problem for trade 

relations was that “there is prevalent in Washington – and particularly on the Hill – a deep-rooted 

feeling that the international trading rules are stacked against the United States”75. He wrote that there 

was nothing true in such ideas, but that the EC needed to manage cautiously this American feeling of 

 
72 Ibidem, point 4.  
73 Ibidem, point 6.  
74 GB-9, European Commission, Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading relationship in 1985 and 1986, 
From Washington to Brussels, Roy Denman, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 7 January 
1985, Confidential. 
75 Ibidem, point 28.  
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“a tilted playing field”76 because it could lead to dangerous decisions damaging the world trading 

system. 

The second relevant element is the shared perception of the US and the EC that their commercial 

relationship had a broader meaning beyond the bilateral dimension. Denman clearly wrote that, since 

Washington and Community Brussels were the two most important players in terms of global trade, 

they held a shared responsibility to support international economic and trading system.  

The European Community and the United States are the major actors on the world 

trading stage accounting for one-fifth and 15 percent of world trade respectively (Japan 

accounts for only 7 percent). Thus a major responsibility for the preservation of the one 

world trading system is jointly held by the Community and the United States. If ever there 

were a trade dispute across the Atlantic which produced a major and intemperate 

escalation of trade restrictions on either side then the GATT trading system could be 

unravelled with alarming speed and with very dangerous consequences.77   

This quotation shows the awareness of this shared responsibility towards the entire global trade which 

made the EC-US relationship a fundamental pillar of the stability of the entire global economy. 

According to this view, the collaboration had to go well beyond the bilateral interests of the two actors 

because they had to pay attention to the entire international trading system. Attributing such a 

significant duty to the EC-US economic relationship meant that the single commercial area could 

have meaningful political implications. If unsolved disagreements in a commercial dispute between 

the two sides of the Atlantic could lead to the fall of the entire General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (hereafter GATT) system, then it could mean also catastrophic political consequences all 

around the world. Indeed, in 1987 the same Denman in a steering brief for a visit by the US Vice-

President (VP) George H. W. Bush suggested to be “conscious of the political implications of the 

 
76 Expression by the US Chairman of the Trade Subcommittee on the House Ways and Means Committee Sam Gibbons, 
ibidem.  
77 Ibidem, point 5.  
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transatlantic relationship”78. Moreover, holding this shared responsibility meant also that sometimes 

the two had to give priority to the stability of the global trading system rather than to their interests, 

Thus, such a powerful relationship could sometimes translate in reciprocal disadvantages because 

“there needs to be give and take and a realisation of problems on both side”79. This view of the 

common responsibility held by the EC and the US was shared also by the American standpoint. For 

example, in June 1985 during his first visit to the Delors Commission in Brussels the VP Bush talked 

openly of a “free world’s burden”80 the EC and the US had to shoulder together through their political 

and economic relationship.  

 

1.2 The EC Commission negotiating attitude 

The Commission was so aware of the importance and the ongoing challenges of the EC-US 

relationship that in April 1985, only three months after the formation of the Delors Commission, an 

official visit by Delors to the US was organised. During this visit the President of the Commission 

and his officials made explicit the negotiating attitude they held towards their American partner. The 

Commission felt the need to remind Washington the equality on which the relationship was built and 

the consequent fact that “Europe should not be written off”81.  

The irony of our relationship is that it is an unequal relationship which can only survive 

if it is equal. And equality implies frankness. Sometimes we shall perceive our interests 

differently. We shall have our quarrels. But our friendship sprung from democracy, 

 
78 HAEU, GB-21, European Commission, Steering brief, Telegram, Tel No 214, Visit of Vice-President Bush to the 
Commission on 2 October, From Washington to Brussels, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 
29 September 1987, Confidential.  
79 Ibidem.  
80 GB-21, European Commission, Telegram, Tel No 321, Visit of Vice President Bush: 27 June 1985 – citrus, From 
Brussels to Washington, Brussels, 26 June 1985, Confidential.  
81 HAEU, GB-7, European Commission, “Europe should not be written off”, address by Jacques Delors President of the 
Commission of the European Communities to the National Press Club, Washington, 23 April 1985. 
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forged in war, tempered in the hard years of peace, will not fail. We have no other choice. 

For while we march divided, we fight for the liberty and the prosperity of the free world.82  

Jacque Delors pronounced these words to conclude his speech before the National press club in 

Washington on 23 April 1985, his second day of the visit. He explicitly made three points which 

clarified how the EC saw their position in the relations with the US. The first put equality at the 

centre, from which frankness had to be implied. Delors called Washington to not disregard its 

European partner and to discuss openly the plans and the disagreements, showing the fear to be left 

behind. The second point was that the partnership was not meant to be perfect because the different 

interests could lead to quarrels, but these disagreements could never end the historical friendship 

built throughout the decades. The idea was to protect the different interests but at the same time to 

remind Washington the ultimate origin of the relationship. The third and final point regarded the 

shared responsibility of the EC and the US that had to collaborate for the liberty, which meant the 

political side of the international system, and the prosperity, which meant the economic side of the 

world trading market.  

Thus, it was clear that the EC perceived to be dealing “with an erratic giant, with all the attributes of 

a distant imperial power”83; therefore, the Commission needed to often remind the US the equality of 

the relationship, the possibility of different interests84, and the need of coordination85. Against this 

framework of perception of the US, the EC built its negotiation attitude on three combined elements: 

constant reminder of the shared responsibility, cautious but decisive pressure on Washington, and 

strong defence of its own interests. The shared responsibility towards the global trading system was 

exploited by the Commission to force Washington to accept some sectorial economic losses in order 

 
82 Ibidem.  
83 GB-9, European Commission, Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading relationship in 1985 and 1986, 
From Washington to Brussels, Roy Denman, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 7 January 
1985, Confidential, point 10. 
84 See HAEU, GB-11, European Commission, Steering brief for CE/US Reunion ministeriell, Bruxelles, 13 décembre 
1985, Note Générale Introductive, Brussels, 9 December 1985.  
85 See GB-9, European Commission, Brussels, Speaking brief for President Delors’s visit to the USA, April 1985, The 
need for policy coordination, 16 April 1985.  
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to get greater systematic advantages. The pressure had to be expressed in a smart way to avoid 

resulting arrogant because “if Americans think that foreigners are lecturing them their temperature is 

apt rapidly to rise to boiling point”86; at the same time this prudence had to be complemented by 

firmness in order to “make it clear to the Americans that if they want to take unilateral action to 

change the world trading rules then we shall not hesitate to retaliate”87. In other words, the 

Commission should not be aggressive against the US, but contemporarily it should not allow 

everything to Washington. Finally, concerning the strong defence of European interests, Delors 

conducted, among many, a significant battle for the European common agricultural policy from which 

descended a specific European social model88.  

 

1.3 The US negotiating attitude: the Commission’s view 

As noted above, also Washington was well aware of the crucial importance of the transatlantic 

relations in both the political and the economic field. However, the US, due to various historical and 

political reasons, had no fear in behaving more straightforwardly. Before deepening this analysis of 

the American negotiating attitude towards the EC in the second half of the 1980s, it is important to 

remind again the methodological premise made above: this study is conducted only on EC 

Commission documents, therefore the perspective is exclusively a European one.  

When dealing with the US the EC perceived a hostile position from the American side, which the 

Commission officials labelled as “aggressive ambivalence”89. This concept meant that from the 

 
86 GB-9, European Commission, Telegram, Tel No 96, Briefing for visit of President Delors, From Washington to 
Brussels, Washington, 12 April 1985, Confidential, Priorité absolute. 
87 GB-9, European Commission, Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading relationship in 1985 and 1986, 
From Washington to Brussels, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 7 January 1985, 
Confidential, point 32.  
88 See A. Bitumi, “An uplifting tale of Europe”. Jacques Delors and the contradictory quest for a European social model 
in the Age of Reagan, in Journal of Transatlantic Studies, Routledge, 16:3, 2018, pp. 203-221.   
89 GB-11, European Commission, Background note for the EC/US ministerial meeting, Brussels, 13 December 1985, 
Principles governing EC/US trade relations over the last twenty years, Brussels, 6 December 1985; and GB-19, European 
Commission, Background note for the EC/US ministerial meeting, Brussels, 12 December 1986, Principles governing 
EC/US trade relations over the last twenty years Brussels, 2 December 1986.  
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political standpoint Washington seemed to support the initiatives for strengthening the European 

integration, while from the economic viewpoint the US “vigorously attacked many Community 

policies”90. Thus, the Commission had to face an aggressive counterpart keen on putting pressure 

without neither hesitation nor prudence. This belligerent American attitude was explained by 

Washington’s problematic relationship with economic interdependence.  

The development of the European Community has coincided with the growing 

dependence of the United States on international trade for its economic well-being. These 

two phenomena, of the postwar international economy, go a long way towards explaining 

the basic ambiguity of US attitude to the European integration process and of the EC/US 

trading relationship in particular. The more the American depended for his livelihood on 

trade with other countries, the more he disliked the threat to his economic well-being 

from the other side of the Atlantic.91 

The US were aware that their economic power and prosperity did not depend anymore only on 

themselves, and it was a source of preoccupation and aggressiveness. This attitude led Washington 

towards “a kind of push/pull psychology”92 in relation to comparative economic performance, 

meaning that “if the American economy (in terms of GNP) is doing better than the rest of the world 

then the tendency here is to beat one’s chest”93, while “if things are going badly (in terms of increasing 

trade deficit) the tendency is to conclude that the trading rules must be tilted against the US”94. Here 

laid the main difference between the European and the American negotiating attitude. Both were 

aware of the economic interdependence and the consequent need to cooperate, but the EC 

Commission was cautious in making its points, while the US were frustrated by the situation, 

therefore they acted more aggressively blaming the EC for their economic difficulties of the period. 

 
90 Ibidem in both.  
91 Ibidem in GB-11 
92 GB-9, European Commission, Letter, The second Reagan administration the road ahead, From Washington to Brussels, 
Roy Denman, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 11 March 1985, Confidential. 
93 Ibidem.  
94 Ibidem.  
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The Commission officials perceived this acrimony so strongly that were convinced that from the 

American viewpoint “Europe is seen as not much more than incidentally important – a useful place 

to park missiles and a pleasant place for a holiday”95. The US perceived the EC as “égoïste, non fiable 

et introvertie”96, therefore accused it in all these economic areas without using the caution the EC 

cared to use. However, it is interesting to underline another characteristic of the American attitude: 

the political issues trumped the economic ones. A clear example is offered by a 1987 telegram where 

EC officials recognised that “the U.S. tone of voice towards the Community has become friendlier”97 

and the reason was that “reflecting an understandable feeling that with Irangate and other disasters 

the administration was more in need of friends than enemies in Western Europe”98. The ambivalence 

was clear in this case: the aggressive attitude on economic matters was substituted by a friendlier 

behaviour for gaining political support. 

In order to conclude the study of the American attitude, it is necessary to briefly analyse the position 

of the US Congress towards the international trading system. Indeed, in the American political system 

the Congress played a pivotal role in determining the US international stance. The Commission was 

so aware of the centrality of the Congress that Denman suggested his colleagues that when dealing 

with the US about trade issues “above all given its decisive influence we need to aim our message to 

the Congress”99. Consequently, it was fundamental to know the perspective of the Congress. The US 

Congress was the major source of the American aggressiveness against the other trading partners. 

Indeed, “there is a very strong belief in the U.S. Congress, among Republicans as well as Democrats 

 
95 GB-9, European Commission, Telegram, Tel No 97, Steering brief, Visit of President Delors to the United States, April 
21-28, From Washington to Brussels, Washington, 12 April 1985, Confidential, Priorité absolue. 
96 GB-9, European Commission, Background for visit of President Delors to US, 21-27 April 1985, Relations 
commerciales CEE/USA, Secretariat General, Brussels, 19 April 1985. 
97 HAEU, GB-22, European Commission, Telegram, Tel No 256, Suggested steering brief, EC/US ministerial meeting 12 
December 1987, From Washington to Brussels, Washington, 1 December 1987, Confidential, Priorité 1. 
98 Ibidem.  
99 GB-9, European Commission, Washington, Brussels and world trade the US-EC trading relationship in 1985 and 1986, 
From Washington to Brussels, Roy Denman, Delegation of the Commission of the European Communities, 7 January 
1985, Confidential, point 34.  
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that the Administration had no trade policy”100 that led the American representatives to think that the 

Reagan administration was too soft in this area. Therefore, the Congress challenged the administration 

policies and “seems to be wanting to take over trade from the President and calls for protectionism 

get stronger”101. The best example to demonstrate this desire for more protectionism was the proposal 

for an import surcharge made in 1985, a measure opposed by all the other international actors and 

even by some American crucial sectors, such as the technological one102. In addition, the Congress 

disagreed with the President also on the solution to adjust the perceived tilted playing field of the 

world trading system. Reagan, in fact, called for a new round of trade negotiations within the GATT 

context103, while “many members of Congress are cynical of more multilateral negotiations”104 

believing that “GATT is useless and anti U.S.”105. Thus, the Congress had no faith neither in the 

American trading partners, in particular the EC, nor in the global trading system itself. The Congress 

was an actor pushing the administration for more firmness against the EC, because, according to the 

American representatives, the international economic system was designed to damage the US 

economy. 

 

2. The Commission managing commercial disputes: an experienced and solid player  

Bearing in mind the centrality of trade in the Commission-US relationship and the negotiating 

attitudes of the two actors, it is now possible to examine the behaviour of the Commission in 

managing some specific trade disputes with Washington. In the 1980s the Commission was a solid 

leader in the trade negotiations field; therefore, the EC was able to have its voice heard. The 

challenges and disagreements of those years were numerous and touched many different areas. In the 
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following, three specific themes are analysed: the 1985 EC enlargement to Portugal and Spain with 

its commercial consequences, the launch and the first years of the Uruguay round of GATT 

negotiations, and the issue of agricultural subsidies. The investigation of these matters demonstrates 

the strength and decision of the Commission in managing the commercial relations with the US. Since 

the disputes were of mere commercial nature, the Commission conducted its action without the need 

to coordinate with the EPC or other EC institutions. This was the Commission’s sector of the 

European external policy. The analysis also shows how the different aspects of the negotiating 

attitudes mentioned above translated in real actions.  

 

2.1 The Commission relying on the shared responsibility: the case of the 1985 enlargement 

In 1985 the EC and its member states finalised the agreement with Spain and Portugal for the entry 

of the two countries in the European Community. The adhesion treaties were signed, and 1 January 

1986 was established as official date for the accession. The EC enlargement had significant internal 

and external consequences in both the political and economic field. Consequently, it led to debates 

and negotiations internally and externally between the EC and its allies and economic partners. The 

matter unavoidably also touched the American interests. In order to conduct a clear analysis, it is 

useful to distinguish the political field from the economic one. 

Politically, the EC was extremely satisfied because the “enlargement is evidence of its pull and its 

vitality”106. The officials working on the enlargement underlined that “the whole Europe will be the 

gainer by the greater stability enlargement will bring and by the greater contribution it will be able to 

make to world peace”107. Thus, the EC believed that this enlargement was a tool for stabilization and 

peace for both Europe and the entire international system. The US shared these European ideas; 

therefore, they politically supported without hesitation the 1985 enlargement, as they had always 
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supported the previous EC enlargements108. However, Washington assumed a different and more 

hostile posture towards the economic part of the enlargement, embodying almost perfectly the 

concept of aggressive ambivalence.  

Economically, indeed, the US complained significantly of the disadvantages and losses the 

enlargement would have caused them, in particular in the agricultural market. It was reported that 

during the EC-US ministerial meeting on 13 December 1985 the US Trade Representative Clayton 

Yeutter decisively posed the problem by stating that “his people were concerned about the estimated 

50% loss of their agricultural markets in Spain and Portugal, out of a market of about $1 billion”109. 

The US underlined the hit against their commercial policy disregarding all the other possible 

advantages. It did not mean that Washington did not care of the other political and economic effects, 

but it was a clear sign that the US were not willing to accept any single economic damage, even in 

front of various other benefits. Thus, the EC prepared two different sets of answers to face this rigid 

and aggressive American position. The first one was specific regarding the economic loss the 

American feared. The Commission officials suggested Delors to underline that, even if some losses 

would have been inevitable in some sectors, in some other fields it would have become easier and 

more profitable for the US trading with both Portugal and Spain. For example, Washington was 

particularly concerned for its soya exports to Spain, and the Commission officials asked Delors to 

make clear that in reality the American access to that segment of the market was likely to significantly 

improve110. The Commission defended itself with its technical expertise and the plain force of 

numbers. The second set of answers is more interesting because it recalled the shared responsibility 

the US and the EC held towards the world trading system.  
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We need to find an approach to these matters based upon a spirit of co-operation – finding 

solutions together – rather than of confrontation as it has sometimes been in the past. The 

fact is that there must be reasonable give and take in this affair. We are not asking you 

to pay the bill for enlargement. But at the same time you cannot simply pocket, without 

so much as an acknowledgement, the liberalisations and then expect to be fully 

compensated for each and every case where your exports to Spain or Portugal will be 

affected.111  

This speaking suggestion for Delors stressed the importance of collaboration and the significance of 

the shared responsibility the two sides of the Atlantic had in terms of trade. Basically, the Commission 

officials underlined that trade liberalisation did not come at no cost. There was a price to pay for both 

the actors, but it was worth for the greater achievement of a more liberalised and prosperous global 

market. The EC did not want to put the burden of the enlargement on the American shoulders, but 

forcefully reminded that an effort from both sides was needed in order to build a better and better 

world trading system. This solid attitude was kept also during the December 1985 ministerial meeting 

to answer to Yeutter’s preoccupation. Indeed, the Commission Vice-President and Commissioner for 

agriculture Frans Andriessen invited his counterpart to remember that “on enlargement, we should 

consider the overall trade and geopolitical advantages”112 adding also that “if there was a negative 

impact on certain US trade interests, there was an even greater one on present Community’s 

interests”113. Once again, the goal of the Commission was to push Washington to look at the bigger 

picture of trade and geopolitical advantages, since both parts would have suffered sectorial 

drawbacks in this process, but the general rewards would have been greater.  

This brief analysis of the conflict over the 1985 EC enlargement demonstrates the practical realisation 

of the two different attitudes of negotiation. On one hand, the aggressive ambivalence of the US 

 
111 Ibidem.  
112 GB-11, European Commission, Minutes of the EC-US Ministerial Meeting 13 December 1985, Directorate-general for 
external relations, Brussels, 9 January 1986. 
113 Ibidem.  



50 
 

resulted clear. They supported the political side of the enlargement but, at the same time, decisively 

exposed their annoyance for their economic losses. On the other hand, it proved the ability of the 

Commission to defend its moves cautiously but solidly relying on the first element of its strategy: the 

reminder of the shared responsibility. Indeed, the Commission officials exploited the shared 

responsibility Washington and Community Brussels felt to hold towards the world trading system in 

order to induce the US to accept some losses on their side for the benefit of the entire world trading 

system.  

 

2.2 The Commission pressuring Washington: the case of the parallel progress for the Uruguay 

round 

The Uruguay round was the eighth round of multilateral trade negotiations conducted within the 

framework of the GATT. It was launched in Punta del Este, a Uruguayan city, on 20 September 1986 

and was officially concluded in Marrakesh, in Morocco, on 15 April 1995. At the end it included 125 

contracting parties. It was a crucial step marking some important evolutions for the world trading 

system114. Needless to say, it is not possible to analyse the entire Uruguay round in all its themes and 

steps. Thus, the attention is focused on a condition the EC wanted to impose for the start of the round, 

in order to prove the capacity of the Commission to put pressure on Washington.  

The need of a new GATT round of negotiations was felt because “in the early 1980s, the multilateral 

trading system came under great pressure due to the various protectionist and unilateral measures 

implemented by the industrialized countries to counteract recessions and competition from the newly 

industrialized countries”115. Consequently, in 1982 the United States officially asked for a new round 

at the GATT’s ministerial meeting. The Reagan administration believed that to overcome the 

economic crisis of those years it was necessary to relaunch the ideas of free trade and free market by 
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reducing trade barriers. However, “on the other side of the Atlantic, the EC member states were 

concerned, above all, with overcoming the economic recession”116, therefore the EC declared not to 

be ready to accept the American proposal in 1983. Two years later, in 1985, Delors as newly 

appointed President of the European Commission put liberalization at the centre of the internal 

programme of the EC117 leading to a support also for the new round of GATT negotiations. Indeed, 

“it was only in March 1985 that the Council of Ministers of the EC adopted a statement on a new 

round”118. One of the most interesting sections of the declaration was point B of the second paragraph 

which established a strong link between the trade matters and the monetary and financial problems.  

(b) solutions to imbalance whose origin lies in the monetary and financial areas cannot 

be found in trade negotiations. Determine concerted action is required to improve the 

functioning of the international monetary system and the flow of financial and other 

resources to developing countries. Results in the monetary and financial areas should be 

sought in parallel with results in the trade field.119 

This point established the parallel progress approach. The EC declared that the new GATT round was 

needed, but it would have been useless if there were no progresses also in the monetary and financial 

areas. It was an innovative approach that looked at the entire picture of the global economy in crisis 

and wanted to exploit the GATT forum to look for holistic solutions, not simply trade adjustments. 

This position was immediately not welcomed by the Americans. Indeed, the Commission officials 

informed Delors before his first visit to the US in April 1985 that regarding the EC declaration for 
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the new round of trade negotiations in Washington there was concern on “the link established with 

other dossiers”120. 

Even if they foresaw the American opposition, in the preparatory documents for the April 1985 

discussion in Washington the Commission officials kept underlining the importance of insisting on 

the parallel approach with the Reagan administration. Their suggestions demonstrate that the aim of 

the Commission was to be cautious and reasonable but also decisive and solid. In a speaking note the 

Commission officials suggested Delors to clearly declare that the EC “hopes that results in monetary 

and financial fields will be pursued in parallel with results in the trade field”121, but at the same time 

to acknowledge that “the GATT is not directly competent for monetary and financial matters”122. 

Another speaking note from the Commission delegation in Washington insisted on the need of 

parallel progress, because the monetary and financial framework could not be ignored123. It also asked 

Delors to clarify that the Europeans “are not making these points as tricky preconditions or excuses 

for inaction”124 but because they considered them fundamental to enhance the entire world economic 

system. The Commission was not requesting Washington an impossible effort of changing the 

monetary global system through a GATT declaration. The idea was to have the US recognising the 

interconnection between the fields in order to put pressure on them for some policy changing in their 

financial action.  

During his visit in Washington Delors followed these suggestions holding the cautious but decisive 

behaviour the Commission needed. On 24 April 1985 during his meeting with Schultz, the Americans 

expressed concerns because the EC member states had not proposed a specific date for the start of 

the negotiations, and Delors exploited the occasion to explain that “if the US agreed to discussing 
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monetary and financial requirements of world growth, the Commission would be in a better position 

to convince the member states to be more precise on the starting of a new multilateral trade round”125. 

Delors made clear that the parallel progress was a fundamental condition that the US could not avoid 

without being aggressive. He was more aggressive the day before during his speech before the US 

Senate Finance Committee. In that occasion he harshly criticised the American policy-mix in the 

monetary and financial framework. He directly called the US in front of their responsibilities in order 

to put pressure on them to accept the approach of parallel progress126.  

This brief examination of the Commission’s effort to impose its approach of parallel progress for the 

start of the Uruguay Round demonstrates the fulfilment of the second element of the EC negotiation 

attitude: the cautious but decisive pressure on Washington. The Commission had no hesitation in 

indicating the American responsibilities for the situation of the world economy and in putting pressure 

on the Reagan administration to accept a discussion of monetary and financial issues. The 

Commission never looked for an aggressive behaviour but wanted to effectively play its role by 

criticising Washington.  

 

2.3 The Commission defending its own interests: the case of agricultural subsidies 

As mentioned above, the 1980s were a decade characterised by a significant number of trade disputes 

between the two sides of the Atlantic. However, there was one sector which was by far the most 

controversial: agriculture. Agriculture was a broad sector including a lot of products and an incredible 

number of regulations. For this reason, a complete analysis of all the agricultural matters of those 

years is beyond the scope of this work. The examination includes only the disagreements over the 

agricultural subsidies in the second half of the 1980s. In this case the behaviour of the Commission 
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demonstrates its strength and effectiveness in defending the European interests, even beyond the 

specific economic area. 

During his first visit to the newly appointed Delors Commission in June 1985, the VP Bush stated 

that agriculture was “the high-light of bilateral trade tension with the Community, more important 

than steel, and it was hotting up”127. The theme was not new, and the Commission officials were 

already aware that during the last years “the main US attack has been against the use of subsidies 

(emphasis in the original text), in particular in the context of the common agricultural policy”128. The 

principal problem was that in 1985 agriculture became the most contested area in the US Congress. 

The Congress used the theme of agriculture and the subsidies related to that sector to highlight how 

the international level playing field was tilted against the American interests. The VP Bush recognised 

that “the agricultural pressures now constituted in the US a new political phenomenon”129. Also, the 

Commission officials perceived this Congress hostility and they alerted Delors before his first visit 

Washington in April 1985 that the US representatives “attempt, incorrectly, to put the blame on the 

shoulders of foreign countries, especially the EEC; thus, a danger of inappropriate remedies being 

advocated”130. The inappropriate remedy was not late to arrive. During the discussion of the 1985 

Trade Bill the Congress proposed as solution, in agreement with the administration131, the complete 

elimination of the agricultural subsidies. In 1987 this proposal was presented also in the framework 

of the Uruguay round and a ten-year deadline was established. In November 1987 in a letter directed 

to the Vice-President of the EC Commission Andriessen, the US Secretary of Agriculture Richard E. 

Lyng wrote clearly that the Americans “are seeking the elimination of all trade distorting agricultural 
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subsidies and import barriers”132. Lyng added that they “realize the U.S. proposal is bold – but we are 

convinced a bold approach is necessary to overcome the current trade problems in agriculture and to 

create a market-oriented trading environment”133.  

Thus, the Commission had to face a strong challenge coming from its American partner. It is crucial 

to underline that the EC was not rigid on a position supporting no reforms in agriculture. The Delors 

Commission aimed at liberalising also the agricultural sector. Indeed, during their first meeting in 

London on 15 April 1985 Andriessen and Block “poursuivent tous les deux l’objectif de render les 

politiques de prix et de marchés plus market oriented”134. The differences laid in the proposals for a 

solution and in the context the two worked in. Regarding the solution offered by Washington, the 

Commission officials repeated in different occasions that “US proposals for a progressive phasing 

out of all non-tariff import restrictions and a prohibition of all export subsidies (except for food aid) 

are non-starters for the Community”135 or also that “the US proposals for agriculture in GATT to do 

away with all support in a period of 10 years are not realistic (emphasis in the original text)”136. As 

far as the context is concerned, the problem was that “le rôle de l’agriculture dans la société est perçu 

de manière différents des deux côtés de l’Atlantique”137. Here the issue of the European social model 

emerged. Delors thought that “an effort had to be undertaken to modernise agriculture, by reducing 

its cost while reasserting the centrality of rural advancement for the European Society”138. Farming 

had a different historical and social role in the European society. The Delors Commission could not 

and did not want to destroy the entire social layer of small farmers in order to make the sector more 
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market oriented. The obstacle towards the elimination of all agricultural subsidies was not just 

economic, but also social.  

The problem we are trying to cope with, e.g. in agriculture and in our rust belt industries, 

are essentially similar problems, even though our respective political approaches to them 

may be different. We can surely admit here together in private that neither of us is without 

sin in this respect. What we must do is exercise mutual restraint; and, when one or other 

of us judges that steps are politically unavoidable, to work constructively together on 

solutions which can limit the damage.139 

This passage of a speaking note the Commission officials wrote for Delors for the ministerial meeting 

of December 1985 resumed the EC approach. Both Community Brussels and Washington were facing 

similar problems, but the starting points to solve them were different; therefore, a cooperation had to 

be built exercising mutual restraint on the political level, meaning to accept the necessity of the other. 

The Commission was not willing to change the European social model to accommodate the economic 

requests of the Americans.  

At the end, during the GATT trade ministers meeting in Montreal in December 1988 “the US and the 

EC did not succeed in resolving their dispute over agricultural export subsidies and the mid-term 

review resulted in a suspension”140. Thus, the Commission behaviour demonstrated the 

implementation of the third element of its negotiating attitude: the strong defence of its own interests. 

Indeed, the EC put in danger the destiny of the entire Uruguay round to defend its economic and 

social interests related to the agricultural sector.  
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3. The Commission political role: either marginal or built on economic relations 

As explained above, the Commission could deal mainly with the commercial side of the transatlantic 

relationship. However, it does not mean that the political domain was irrelevant. The second half of 

the 1980s saw a significant acceleration in the process of détente between East and West that 

ultimately led to the fall of the Berlin wall and the collapse of the USSR. In 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev 

became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and his behaviour played a 

crucial role in the unfolding of the events. Therefore, the US and the EC had to collaborate in order 

to face various challenges of the détente, in particular the situation in Eastern Europe was a source of 

hope and concern for the EC and its member states. The Commission was aware of the importance 

of the political side of the EC-US relations. For the first ministerial meeting of the Delors Commission 

in December 1985 a speaking note was elaborated suggesting Delors to state that “compte tenu de 

l’importance politique de nos relations, je voudrais suggérer que notre réunion à Bruxelles soit 

complémentée par une visite annuelle de ma part à Washington au milieu de l’année”141. This 

proposal for a second annual meeting aimed at enhancing the political collaboration between the 

Commission and the US administration. 

In this section an examination of some crucial political moments demonstrates that, despite these 

meaningful intentions by the Commission, the East-West détente process was led by Washington, 

and the Commission was simply informed of the results. Nevertheless, it is also demonstrated that 

the Commission was able to build deep economic relations with Eastern Europe that would have 

resulted politically fundamental in the coming years. 
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3.1 The minor role of the EC Commission in the East-West détente process  

The appointment of Gorbachev as Secretary General of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 

1985 moved the USSR to a more open attitude. Reagan and Gorbachev built a solid relationship, 

which seemed even friendly. This connection between the leaders of the two superpowers in constant 

confrontation led to various talks, summits and treaties that forged years of political détente. Here, it 

is not important to deeply analyse the contents of all these meetings and agreements, but it is crucial 

to understand the role the EC Commission played in the creation of this period of détente. 

Consequently, the way and the extent these major political events were discussed by the Commission 

and American officials during their meetings are examined. Three episodes are taken into 

consideration: the Geneva summit, the Reykjavik summit, and the signing of the Intermediate-Range 

Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. 

The Geneva summit was held on 11 and 12 November 1985. It was the first meeting between Reagan 

and Gorbachev. It was an occasion for general talks and, from the American side, to understand the 

attitude of the new Soviet leader. One month after this summit, the American secretary of State 

Schultz was in Brussels for the first ministerial meeting with the Delors Commission. Delors directly 

asked Schultz about the Geneva summit demonstrating the interest of the Commission for the political 

matters, but the answer was highly general. In his summary Burghardt wrote that Schultz simply 

stated that “the Reagan/Gorbatchev meeting had been a good one”142 and that “US/Soviet relations 

had taken a fresh start but one had to be realistic about the nature of the soviet society”143. Thus, there 

was not a significant involvement of the Commission about the specific contents of the summit. 

Beyond the general perceptions, Schultz did not share further information. It is important to underline 

that Schultz’s behaviour was not dictated by a hostility towards the Commission, but by the fact that 

the ministerial meeting with the Commission was mainly considered a forum for economic 
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consultations by the Americans. In 1985 the Commission still had to strengthen the political side of 

its role. 

The situation was very similar in 1986 for the second summit between Reagan and Gorbachev held 

in Reykjavik on 11 and 12 October. The Commission was simply informed of the progress of the 

American-Soviet dialogue. The annual meeting with the Commission was still regarded as a sort of 

economic forum. The Commission officials were aware of this American perception. Indeed, the 

Commission representative in Washington sent a steering brief for the 1986 ministerial meeting in 

which he underlined this aspect. Denman wrote that in that period Washington was showing a great 

attachment to the EC-US relations, due to “a desire particularly after Reykjavik not to complicate the 

arms control situation by having an unnecessary row with the Community on the economic front”144. 

The American attitude that Denman could perceive was a clear confirmation of the fact that 

Washington looked at the Commission as an economic partner. The Reagan administration did not 

involve the Commission in the détente political process because it lacked formal competences in this 

field. In 1986 the relationship with the EC Commission was only concerning US’s foreign economic 

questions.  

The last step of the East-West détente process to be examined is the INF Treaty, officially signed on 

8 December 1987. It was a significant step in the field of arms control. A few days after the signing, 

the annual EC/US ministerial meeting took place in Brussels. Delors asked the American secretary 

of State to open the debate with his views on the US/USSR dialogue, and “Mr. Schultz presented the 

INF treaty as the result of the determined and cohesive NATO position (he used the term Alliance 

deal)”145. In this case Schultz recognised the contribution of the European allies, but in the framework 

of NATO. The Commission was once again simply informed. In addition, also in the INF treaty 
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occasion Schultz underlined the economic role of the Commission. Indeed, on 30 November 1987, a 

few days before the signing of the INF treaty, a meeting between American officials and the European 

Political Cooperation Troika took place in Washington. There Schultz stated that he was looking 

forward to the ministerial meeting with the Commission because “financial and economic issues were 

as important as arms control”146. It was a further signal that still in 1987 the Reagan administration 

considered the Commission an exclusively economic player.  

The brief analysis of these three meaningful political events in the East-West détente process of the 

1980s demonstrates that the Commission still had a long path to go for gaining a more political role 

in the framework of the transatlantic relations, because Washington considered it only an economic 

partner. However, it could be argued that it was natural that the Commission played no role in those 

exclusively political matters that, even if had consequences for the whole world, regarded only the 

US and the USSR. This argument would be right because the Commission’s first and real area of 

interest was Europe. Following this reasoning, it is interesting to make a note about another step 

towards the global détente: Gorbachev’s speech at the General Assembly of the United Nations on 7 

December 1988. This speech was historical because, in brief, Gorbachev announced a more defensive 

Soviet posture in international relations and, in particular, in Eastern Europe basically declaring that 

the Eastern European nations could decide for their own destiny without fearing a Soviet military 

intervention. Thus, these declaration clearly touched upon fully European matters. However, in a note 

commenting Gorbachev’s speech the head of the Commission delegation to the United Nations J. P. 

Derisbourd wrote that when talking of the international dialogue “Mr. Gorbatchev a cité la Chine, le 

Japon, l’Inde et le Brésil et s’est félicité d’une compréhension mutuelle accrue avec les États-Unis (il 

n’a à aucun moment cite l’Europe, la Communauté Européenne, la France, le Royaume-Uni ou 
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l’Allemagne)”147. This comment underlined that the EC and its member states struggled to play a 

significant political role even in Europe.  

 

3.2 The commercial relations as tool to gain political relevance 

“The coming to power of Mr. Gorbachov has brought a new style to Soviet leadership, even if there 

is unlikely to be any basic change in Soviet policies in the near future”148. This was the first suggestion 

in a speaking note for Delors for his first visit to the US as President of the European Commission. 

The Commission officials were cautious about the possible real change of the USSR due to the change 

of leadership. However, in a few months they experienced a significant change of attitude by the 

Soviets and their institutions in the domain they were more interested in: trade relations. 

In that field a Soviet organisation called Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON or 

CMEA) operated since 1949. The relationship between the EC and the COMECON was difficult, 

because the latter aimed at designing a framework agreement with the EC in which all the guidelines 

for trade and cooperation should have been fallen, but the EC opposed this idea preferring to find 

agreements bilaterally with each COMECON member state149. In 1986 everything changed, since 

“with Gorbachev’s coming to power, in the general context of a new détente between Est and West, 

and because of economic imperatives asking for some opening up, the COMECON has gradually 

dropped its requirements”150. The Commission immediately shared the progress with Washington. In 

a speaking note for the 1986 EC/US ministerial the Commission officials suggested Delors to explain 

this Soviet change of attitude and the new strategy the EC could finally adopt. Now that the Soviets 
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Commission of the European Communities to the United Nations, Head of Delegation, New York, 7 December 1988.  
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History, 14:2, 2014, pp. 153-173.  
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“accept that individual countries (including the USSR) can deal bilaterally on trade and cooperation 

with the Community”151, the EC could use its economic and commercial technical tools to start a 

European Ostpolitik. Indeed, the Commission officials declared that “the main aim of our policy is 

normalisation (emphasis in the original document)”152. The EC was aware that it could not dream of 

an immediate complete liberalization of Eastern Europe, but the normalisation was a first crucial step. 

The Commission had a clear method to conduct its diplomatic action.  

The method we have chosen to achieve our goal of normalisation is the “parallel 

approach” (emphasis in the original document). This means establishing relations 

bilaterally with the European Eastern Bloc countries and, in parallel, with the Comecon 

itself. But our priority (emphasis in the original document) continues to be given to 

bilateral relations: matters of substance will be settled between the Community and 

individual countries. Official relations, too, should in our view be established first with 

the countries, afterwards with the organisation they belong to.153  

This diplomatic technique proved the political side of the Commission effort of economic diplomacy. 

The dialogue on trade and cooperation needed to focus on the bilateral level in order to build normal 

and solid relationships with the single country of Eastern Europe. The commercial tool was exploited 

to obtain political results in terms of official relations with each single state. In other words, the 

Commission found a way to turn its significant economic and commercial power into a political tool 

to gain a broader role in the European external action. 

This diplomatic approach of the Commission produced its results in a restricted span of time with 

both the single states and the Comecon itself. From the viewpoint of the relations with the state, 1987 

was a year full of a great deal of technical work to find commercial agreements with three countries: 
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Hungary, Romania, and Czechoslovakia154. This effort was then extended to the other Eastern 

European countries, and it achieved the awaited result, because in 1988 Delors could inform 

Washington that “all the Eastern European members of the CMEA, except Romania, have now 

established diplomatic relations with the Community”155. It was a crucial political step towards the 

normalisation of the European relations, and it was accomplished through the commercial tools of 

the Commission. On the other hand, also the EC-Comecon relationship was enhanced. In 1988 the 

EC-COMECON Joint Declaration on the Setting Up of Official Relationships was issued. It was 

undoubtedly another progress, but the Europeans cared only about the bilateral dimension underlining 

to the American allies that “for us, the value of this mutual declaration lies in the fact that it has 

opened the way to normal bilateral relations between the Community and the individual East 

European countries”156.  

These economic and political progresses in the EC relationship with Eastern Europe led the 

Commission to start explicitly reflecting on the possibility of pushing for a reform of the Soviet 

political system in the countries of that area.  

Des changements importants sont en cours dans les pays de l’Europe de l’Est. Nous ne 

savons pas, pour le moment jusqu’où ils iront ni quelles seront toutes leurs conséquences. 

Une réforme économique profonde est-elle possible sana remettre en question le système 

politique? Je pense que ces changements peuvent, en tout cas, rapprocher nos systèmes 

respectifs et apporter des bienfaits aux populations. Ils peuvent atténuer la division du 

continent. Nous pouvons donc leur réserver un préjugé favorable.157 

 
154 See GB-22, European Commission, Speaking points for EC/US ministerial meeting 12 December 1987, EC relations 
with the Comecon and Eastern Europe, Brussels, 9 December 1987.  
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The Commission officials suggested Delors to share this reflection with Washington. These words 

showed that the Commission started recognising the possible political effects of its commercial action 

that could even atténuer la division du continent. Even if the Commission remained cautious in its 

evaluation of possible political evolutions in the Eastern bloc158, it is interesting to understand why 

this reasoning was immediately shared with the US. On one hand, the Commission had to 

communicate Washington this evolution because the two were major allies and they both knew that 

a transformation of the Eastern bloc could be achieved only via a strict cooperation. On the other 

hand, by sharing its progresses with Eastern Europe the Commission established itself as a crucial 

player in the area. The Commission was announcing the US that nothing could be moved in that area 

without consulting the Commission. In other words, the Commission was claiming its political role 

in Eastern Europe, also by moving towards a stricter relationship with the EPC.   

 

4. Conclusion 

After having proved that between 1985 and 1988 the Commission-US relations were still 

characterised mainly by commercial disputes and having presented an examination of the EC and US 

negotiating attitudes, this chapter has demonstrated the validity of two features of the Commission 

external action during the first four years under the guidance of Jacques Delors: its solid capacity to 

deal with the commercial disputes with the US and its ability to use the economic relations as political 

tool.  

Concerning the managing of the commercial relations with Washington, three specific cases have 

been presented to show how the EC fulfilled its three main aims. First, the American complaints for 

the economic losses they would have suffered due to the 1985 EC enlargement were explained by the 

Commission through the reminder of the shared responsibility the two sides of the Atlantic held 
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towards the world trading system. Second, in the case of the start of the Uruguay round the 

Commission was able to put a cautious but decisive pressure on Washington by insisting on the need 

of parallel progress in both the commercial and the monetary and financial area. Third, the 

Commission proved its strength in defending its own economic and social interests by contrasting the 

American proposal to cut all the agricultural subsidies. 

Dealing with the use of the economic relations, this chapter showed that the Commission played a 

marginal role in shaping the East-West détente of that period. In addition, it could have only 

commercial relations with the Eastern bloc. However, through the insistence on bilateral relations 

with the single states of Eastern Europe, it was able to build solid relations that touched also political 

aspects. The Commission imposed itself as key player in Eastern Europe. In conclusion, even if the 

EC-Eastern Europe relations were mainly economical, it was exactly the relational capacity the EC 

could build through this EC-Comecon relationship and the progresses it achieved that demonstrated 

the ability of the Commission to deal with Eastern Europe. This was the starting point that launched 

the Commission towards a broader political role in the European external action, as analysed in the 

next chapter. 
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Chapter III 

The revolutionary times of 1989-1991: the Commission gains political relevance 

In 1989 “the pace of events was simply incredible”159. The progressive liberation of Eastern Europe, 

the fall of the Berlin wall and the consequent German reunification, and the crumbling of the USSR 

were the main episodes that completely changed Europe and the international relations in 1989 and 

the following years. The United States, led by President George H. W. Bush, and the European 

Community and its member states were not the protagonists of these changes, but they had a 

significant influence160. Thus, these years full of revolutionary changes happened to be a great 

occasion for the EC Commission to enhance its political role within the European external action.  

In this chapter Günter Burghardt’s archival papers dealing with the events from 1989 to 1991 are 

analysed in order to explain how the Commission tried to exploit the historical circumstances to 

develop its external action beyond mere commercial matters, helping the EC in its effort to play a 

meaningful political role throughout these turbulent years. The methodological choice of dealing with 

these three years is dictated by the current availability of the archival documents. Against this 

background, the main goal of this chapter is to demonstrate that the Commission gained a relevant 

political role in the framework of the European external action. The chapter starts by describing the 

circumstances that allowed the Commission’s political progresses. The revolutionary times of that 

period led to a change of the American attitude towards the EC brought by the Bush administration. 

Indeed, “while Reagan had tended to get personally involved in the economic disputes between the 

two sides of the Atlantic, Bush was more focused on the overall political relationship.”161 The political 

dimension of the transatlantic relationship became the most relevant overcoming the commercial one. 

In this framework the Commission enhanced its international political role by following two 
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trajectories. First, the Commission continued to exploit its economic relations with Eastern Europe 

to impose itself as indispensable player in the area. Indeed, in July 1989 at the G-7 summit in Paris 

the Commission was entrusted with the task of coordinating the relations with Eastern Europe, 

demonstrating that its expertise in the assistance field and its economic links with the area could lead 

to a more political role. Second, the Commission significantly fostered its ties with the European 

Political Cooperation. This stronger and stronger relationship led the Commission to gain a more 

decisive voice in the political affairs managed by the EPC. In fact, the Commission, through its 

position at the EPC’s side, was involved in the transatlantic debate about the new European 

architecture. The two trajectories shared a path to delete the distinction between economic and 

political competences, a crucial step to build a truly common European external policy.   

The chapter is divided in four sections. The first one describes the importance in offering the 

Commission the opportunity to enhance its political relevance of the changing nature of the years 

taken into consideration and of the change of American attitude Bush inspired. The second deals with 

the Commission effort to coordinate the relations with Eastern Europe and its political meaning. The 

third section examines the relationship between the Commission and the EPC in order to study how 

the former exploited it to gain a political role. Finally, the conclusion recapitulates the crucial points 

of the chapter to portray how the Delors Commission was able to capitalize on these revolutionary 

years to build its political role within the European external action framework.   

 

1. The Bush administration’s attitude towards the transatlantic relations  

As mentioned above, the years between 1989 and 1991 were a period of transition characterised by a 

sudden and revolutionary series of events that were mostly unexpected. The fall of the USSR and the 

emancipation of Eastern Europe were historical events that pushed the Western powers to react in 

order to manage the situation and its unpredictable consequences. During a ministerial meeting with 

the American on 15 December 1989 Mr. Andriessen, the Vice President of the EC Commission, 
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“emphasized that we are at the beginning of a new era in international relations”162. Community 

Brussels and Washington understood they were living a decisive time in history. Thus, these years 

offered a particular historical framework that was the occasion for the EC to enhance its political and 

international role. Since the most meaningful events were happening in Europe, the EC stood in a 

favourable position for action. Moreover, this transformative period also pushed the US to change 

their attitude towards the EC, fearing the possible consequences of the different revolutions occurring 

all at the same time. Therefore, “these events – if only because of their unnervingly unpredictable and 

potentially dangerous nature – also served to promote the strengthening of transatlantic ties and 

dependencies”163. It meant that the EC, especially the Commission, found itself in a promising 

framework to strengthen its international role. The events created a window of opportunity making 

EC initiative strongly needed and also supported by Washington, its major ally. In this section the 

change of the American attitude brought by the Bush administration is taken under examination in 

order to understand how it was developed and how it was perceived by the EC Commission. 

 

1.1 President Bush’s speech at Boston University 

In January 1989 the Bush administration officially took power. Bush, coming from eight years as 

Vice President under Ronald Reagan, was already familiar with the EC and its functioning. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, he visited Brussels multiple times in the previous years and had 

meaningful conversations with Commission officials who were still in office in 1989. As President, 

during his very first months, Bush immediately adopted a positive attitude towards the EC looking 

for more cooperation, especially in the political field. The first decision demonstrating the new 

American intentions was the appointment as US ambassador to the EC of Thomas T. Miles, a career 

foreign service officer that had represented the US in Canada. He undoubtably was a figure with 
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power and prestige, therefore this decision was a clear signal of “a serious commitment by the new 

US administration to professionally upgrade its relationship with the EC”164. The second step Bush 

took to show the new positive American behaviour towards the EC was delivering a meaningful 

speech at Boston University on 21 May 1989. The speech was held by Bush with French President 

Mitterrand at his side, and it was the starting point for strengthening the transatlantic relationship. 

Even if the speech was not too long, it clearly set the new American tone inspired by the new 

administration. Bush started by defining the specificity of the transatlantic relations. He recognised 

the revolutionary period they had before them where “the postwar order that began in 1945 is 

transforming into something very different”165, but he underlined that “certain essentials remain, 

because our Alliance with Western Europe is utterly unlike the cynical power alliances of the past”166, 

since “it is a tie of culture, kinship and shared values”167. The American President attributed a 

significant grade of uniqueness to the transatlantic relationship in order to communicate the EC that 

in these difficult times Washington and Community Brussels had to cooperate to defend their vital 

and deep common interests. However, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, also the Reagan 

administration acknowledged the profundity of the relations between the two sides of the Atlantic. 

Bush imprinted the real change of attitude with his words regarding how the US had to behave with 

a more and more united Europe. 

Now a century holds the promise of a united Europe. As you know, the nations of Western 

Europe are already moving toward greater economic integration, with the ambitious goal 

of a single European market in 1992. The United States has often declared it seeks a 

healing of old enmities, an integration of Europe. At the same time, there has been an 
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historical ambivalence on the part of some Americans toward a more united Europe. To 

this ambivalence has been added apprehension at the prospect of 1992. But whatever 

others may think, this Administration is of one mind. We believe a strong, united Europe 

means a strong America.168 

In this passage Bush cancelled the aggressive ambivalence that, as explained in the previous chapter, 

was the characterising element of the American attitude during the Reagan administration. He 

strongly endorsed the 1992 project of the Delors Commission recognising that it would have made a 

stronger Europe in both the economic and political fields. The Bush administration was willing to 

support the EC in all forms of its integration, also the economic one eliminating the apprehension at 

the prospect of 1992 of the previous years. The economic disputes could not vanish, but Bush made 

clear that his interest leaned more towards the promise of a united Europe, meaning towards the 

political consequences of a more solid Europe. The ideas against the tilted playing field of the world 

trading system disappeared from the administration’s public rhetoric, because in that politically 

transformative time the economic realm lost a relevant portion of its importance. In Congress this 

new view was not shared by everybody, indeed some congressmen “became more convinced that the 

EC was taking a leaf from Japan’s book and was intent on constructing a fortress Europe that would 

discriminate against U.S. firms”169. However, Bush’s new approach did not mean that the economic 

relations with the EC were completely out of the new administration’s interests, but it did mean that 

for Bush the political domain of the transatlantic talks was the priority, significantly more than the 

economic one. In other words, Bush “wanted to emphasize the political cooperation between the 

United States and the European Community and to play down the more or less inevitable economic 

disputes”170. This message was reinforced when Bush declared “what a tragedy – what an absurdity 
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– it would be if future historians attribute the demise of the Alliance to disputes over beef hormones, 

and wars over pasta”171. This quote crystallized Bush’s idea: the transatlantic relationship had to 

primarily deal with the political transformations of the period by strongly cooperating, and the 

economic disputes had to be faced with less aggressivity because they were of minor importance. It 

was a significant change of attitude by Washington. As it will be demonstrated in the next sections, 

this change of approach helped the Commission fostering its political role in the European external 

relations. Indeed, since Washington started to be so interested in political issues, also the ministerial 

meetings with the Commission assumed a more political nature.  

This clear change of attitude leaning more towards the political domain was backed by a decisive will 

to improve the forms of consultation and cooperation with the EC.  

The United States welcomes the emergence of Europe as a partner in world leadership. 

We are ready to develop – with the European Community and its member states – new 

mechanisms of consultation and cooperation on political and global issues, from 

strengthening the forces of democracy in the Third World, to managing regional tensions, 

to putting an end to the division of Europe. A resurgent Western Europe is an economic 

magnet, drawing Eastern Europe closer, toward the commonwealth of free nations.172  

Bush defined the EC as a partner in world leadership to underline that Washington did not want to 

present itself as superior. Therefore, new forms of consultation were proposed in order to manage the 

political and global issues. Bush once again highlighted his interest in the political domain: the 

revolutionary period asked for a strong transatlantic alliance equipped with effective tools of 

cooperation and able to play a role of global leadership. The Commission officials understood Bush’s 

will and reported that “il pose fondamentalement la question du functionnement d'un système de 
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consultation dans une phase historique marquée par la double transition européenne et atlantique 

(emphasis in the original text)”173.  

The new American approach was clear, but the Commission officials at the delegation in Washington 

commented Bush’s speech by expressing concern for the too little attention the President dedicated 

to the specific role of the European Community. Indeed, in a telegram for Brussels Denman wrote 

that “one must regret that the President’s speech makes no reference to the Community as such, and 

only one to the European Community and its member states, which is clearly too little and too late 

after the Single European Act.”174 The preoccupation was that this new more positive American 

approach was directed only towards the member states, as if Washington had not understood the role 

the EC had the right to play in external relations due to the Single European Act. Consequently, 

Denman continued by proposing Community Brussels that “we shall have, therefore, to build on what 

is the key sentence for us, i.e. U.S. readiness to develop new mechanisms of consultation and 

cooperation on political and global issues”175. The Commission was aware that it had to rely on this 

American will to reform the forms of consultation in order to gain, through that channel, a more 

significant political role in the relations with Washington.  

 

1.2 Secretary of State Baker’s speech in Berlin 

On 12 December 1989 Bush’s speech for the new American approach towards Europe was backed 

by another public speech delivered by the Secretary of State James Baker in Berlin. Baker proceeded 

in the new American reflection about the transatlantic relations proposing the concept of New 

Atlanticism. This element was considered the basis on which the new European architecture had to 
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be built. The idea of New Atlanticism was grounded on two pillars: a European security guaranteed 

by Washington through NATO, and a strong American support to European internal integration. 

In his speech Baker repeatedly insisted on the centrality of NATO as an institution that had to evolve 

and expand its goals in order to play its role in the evolutions occurring in Europe. In his view “NATO 

will become the forum where Western nations cooperate; where Western nations cooperate to 

negotiate, to implement, to verify and to extend agreements between East and West”176. Moreover, 

Baker though that NATO “offers the nations of Eastern Europe an appealing model of international 

relations”177. These declarations clearly supported the permanence of a strong American role in the 

European affairs after the end of the 1989 revolutionary period. Baker was aware that if the Eastern 

bloc ceased to be an enemy, NATO could have lost its meaning; therefore, he proposed a new broader 

role for the transatlantic organization that could go beyond the mere security issues in order to 

guarantee Washington a solid position in Europe. This first element of New Atlanticism was in 

contradiction with what had seemed the new American approach of leaving more space to Europe 

proposed by Bush. Indeed, it received various criticisms from the Europeans, for example Delors 

“saw in it an attempt to rob the European project of a foreign and defense policy role and to suborn 

the EC to the United States”178. The EC and its member states wanted to exploit the opportunity of 

those transition years to create its security system, thus this aspect of the New Atlanticism 

“increasingly collided with European efforts to build a more cohesive and assertive European Union 

within a post-Yalta economic and political community”179. Baker’s insistence on the American 

position in Europe through NATO demonstrated that the Bush administration’s new approach 

towards Europe did not mean that Washington was willing to leave everything in the hands of the 
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Europeans. The US wanted to support the European integration not with the aim of making it a third 

force, but rather to have a stronger ally well contained within the wider Atlantic framework led by 

Washington180. Linked to this point, it is interesting to note that in the American newspapers the 

attention towards Europe and its integration significantly rose in the last years of the 1980s, and the 

common fear was that a united Europe could become a significant challenge for the US. For example, 

in 1989 Samuel Huntington wrote in Foreign Affairs that Europe was the most probable challenge to 

the American supremacy181.  

On the other hand, the second pillar of the New Atlanticism decisively went in the same direction of 

the new American approach proposed by Bush. Indeed, Baker expressed a strong support for 

European integration, especially for the 1992 project, and linked it to the necessity of strengthening 

the transatlantic forms of consultations. 

As Europe moves toward its goal of a common internal market, and as its institutions for 

political and security cooperation evolve, the link between the United States and the 

European Community will become even more important. We want our transatlantic 

cooperation to keep pace with European integration and institutional reform. To this end, 

we propose that the United States and the European Community work together to achieve, 

whether in treaty or some other form, a significantly strengthened set of institutional and 

consultative links. Working from shared ideals and common values, we face a set of 

mutual challenges--in economics, foreign policy, the environment, science, and a host of 

other fields. So it makes sense for us to seek to fashion our responses together as a matter 

of common course. We suggest that our discussions about this idea proceed in parallel 
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with Europe's efforts to achieve by 1992 a common internal market so that plans for U.S.-

EC interaction would evolve with changes in the Community.182  

In this passage Baker recognised the importance of the evolution of the EC and given these European 

progresses, the need for Washington and Community Brussels to find new forms of consultation. 

Basically “the 1992 project had made the EC count again in US strategic thinking”183, therefore 

Washington needed to strengthen the transatlantic talks. As Bush had done in his speech, Baker 

reminded the shared ideals and common values the two sides of the Atlantic held in order to justify 

this need to always work together. In addition, following this reasoning, Baker recognised that “the 

European Community is already an economic pillar of the transatlantic relationship”184 and that “it 

will also take on, perhaps in concert with other European institutions, increasingly important political 

roles”185. Since the EC was clearly evolving and getting stronger, Baker made clear why the 

Americans wanted more solid links and forms of cooperation; while for the EC, and especially for 

the Commission, these last quotes were the signal that Washington was ready to leave some space for 

the political external relations of the Community. Commenting on Baker’s speech, Delors underlined 

that “les développements en Europe se poursuivront mais il y aura des risques, raison de plus pour 

assurer une meilleure concertation et coopération entre Bruxelles et Washington”186 agreeing that the 

path towards a change of the forms of the transatlantic talks was desirable.  
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1.3 The institutionalisation of the new nature of the transatlantic relationship 

On 23 November 1990 the EC and the US adopted the Transatlantic Declaration on EC-US Relations. 

The document expressed some common principles of action and some common goals the two sides 

of the Atlantic shared, and the aim was “to endow their relationship with long-term perspectives”187. 

Concerning the principles, it is interesting to note that Washington and Community Brussels agreed 

to “inform and consult each other on important matters of common interest, both political and 

economic, with a view of bringing their position as close as possible, without prejudice to their 

respective independence”188. This point highlighted two fundamental features of the new course of 

transatlantic relations. First, the matters of discussion had to touch both the political and the economic 

domain. These two fields could not be separated anymore, and as explained above, the Bush 

administration’s approach privileged the political issues; therefore, the EC Commission could exploit 

this agreement to develop its political relevance. Second, the respective independence was recognised 

as crucial in order to conduct equal relations. Washington did not renounce to play a role in Europe, 

but it officially acknowledged that the EC was a peer partner. Moreover, the Transatlantic Declaration 

set up a new framework with a significant number of new formal meetings and occasions for ad hoc 

consultations189. For the sake of this work, it is important to note the formalisation of “bi-annual 

consultations to be arranged in the United States and in Europe between, on the one side, the President 

of the European Council and the President of the Commission, and on the other side, the President of 

the United States”190. It meant that in these meetings the two sides of the EC were represented: the 

institutions by the Commission, and the member states by the President of the European Council. 

Consequently, all the discussions of economic or political nature were dealt with by both souls of the 

EC. It was another way for the Commission to enhance its political role. Indeed, in 1991 in a 

document for the press regarding the evolution of the EC-US cooperation the Commission officials 
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wrote that “the Transatlantic Declaration accords particular importance to the dialogue on political 

matters (emphasis in the original text)”191 demonstrating that for the Commission the new forms of 

consultations were an occasion of political development.  

In conclusion, especially in 1989 and 1990 the transatlantic relationship was strengthened. Given the 

international tensions of those years and the evolution of the EC, the Bush administration needed to 

change the American attitude towards the EC which, as a consequence, found itself in a favourable 

situation to enhance its political role within the transatlantic relationship framework. Therefore, “a 

much more symmetric relationship emerged as the United States began to accept and support the EC 

as a partner and as the EC accepted and appreciated that recognition”192.  

 

2. The first trajectory: the Commission’s economic expertise becomes political leverage  

As mentioned before, the transition period started in 1989 and the new American attitude inspired by 

the Bush administration opened a window of opportunity for the EC to enhance its international role. 

In particular, the Commission tried to gain political relevance in the field of external relations. Given 

the territorial proximity, the Commission dealt especially with the Eastern Europe situation where the 

countries were liberating themselves from the constraints of the Eastern bloc. As explained in the 

previous chapter, the Commission had started building economic relations with Eastern Europe states 

already since 1988, and that effort had also political consequences. Indeed, in this section, after a 

brief examination of the Commission’s reaction to the new American approach towards the EC, an 

analysis of the Commission’s role in managing relations with Eastern Europe is performed. The aim 

is to demonstrate that the first way to gain political relevance in international relations the 
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Commission had was playing alone through the development of its economic expertise that assumed 

a significant political nature.  

 

2.1 Delors’s positive reaction to the new American attitude 

On 15 June 1989, a few weeks after Bush’s speech at Boston university where the American President 

explained the new friendlier and more political approach Washington had towards the EC, the 

President of the Commission Delors delivered a speech in Washington. It seemed like a sort of 

immediate answer to the new American attitude, and it was a positive answer. Delors’s speech was 

entirely based on the explanation of the consequences of the 1992 project both economically and 

politically. Thus, Delors exploited immediately the new American support for the European 

integration. He made clear that the Commission had seriously taken Bush’s words and was willing to 

share its hopes for the future of the European integration.  

Delors started by stating that “it is time to reassess the relationship between the U.S. and the European 

Community”193. He was aware of the revolutionary times the EC and the US had before them, 

therefore he agreed with Bush that the transatlantic relationship had to be enhanced. Indeed, Delors 

also acknowledged that “this partnership means much more than good trading relations, however 

important they are”194, consequently “both partners now have to think about a wider political 

dialogue, leading if possible to joint action over issues of mutual interest”195. Delors immediately 

caught the opportunity offered by Bush to significantly extend the US-Commission dialogue towards 

the political domain. He clearly reacted positively to the American openness to build a relationship 

based more on the political pillar than the economic one. The fact that the leader of the institution 

which held the exclusive competence of dealing with the common commercial policy talked so 
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enthusiastically of a more political transatlantic relationship was one of the first signals of the will of 

the Delors Commission to gain a broader role also touching the political domain. This desire was 

demonstrated along the speech in which Delors defined the 1992 project a “full political 

commitment”196 explaining that “a full, visible and solemn political commitment is a vital condition 

for the process of structural change”197. He clearly thought that the progresses in the European 

integration could make the EC a relevant political player, even more than economical. In insisting on 

this political commitment, Delors cited the Single European Act as fundamental pillar for the current 

effort of “blending together twelve old and proud nations into a political union Europe”198; he also 

added that “through political co-operation between the twelve member states, we take a common line 

on many foreign policy issues”199. In this passage Delors made two relevant institutional 

clarifications. First, he reminded the Americans of the centrality of the Single European Act. As 

mentioned before, Denman was worried that Bush rarely referred to the EC in his speech, therefore 

this Delors’ allusion assumed a relevant meaning. Second, Delors clearly stated that the political 

coordination was managed by the EPC, thus he acknowledged that the Commission at that time had 

still to gain an official political power. Then, Delors concluded his speech by expressing the certainty 

that a united Europe could be decisive in the changing world, since “a strong and dynamic European 

Community will inevitably play a useful role in any reassessment of the relationship between the 

major powers”200. 

This speech made clear that the Commission adopted a positive reply to the new American approach 

agreeing that a stronger political dialogue was needed to enhance the transatlantic partnership. 

Delors’s positive reaction was reiterated on many other occasions, especially two. The first was a 

meeting between Bush and Delors in Brussels on 4 December 1989. The Berlin wall had just fallen, 
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and the European revolutions were accelerating. In that occasion Delors emphasized to Bush that “a 

Community without a political flesh and will was no support for the Atlantic Alliance. A strong 

Community with a political will was indirectly a pillar of the Atlantic Alliance”201. It was another 

signal of the importance that Delors attached to the political dimension of the EC. It is interesting to 

note that after this same meeting Bush made a public intervention in which he underlined the new 

political foundation of NATO sating that it was “a foundation on which I expect NATO will 

increasingly build in this new age of Europe”202. This declaration anticipated the insistence that Baker 

would have put eight days later in his speech in Berlin, that insistence which, as explained before, 

showed Washington wanted to maintain Community Brussels within the transatlantic framework 

without allowing it to become a third pole. The second occasion in which Delors reiterated his 

attachment to a more political transatlantic relationship was a speech he delivered to the European 

Parliament in Strasbourg on 17 January 1990. Delors told the European representatives that EC-US 

relations were in a new phase where “while trade relations will remain an important item on the 

Community-USA agenda, the two parties recognize that it should no longer predominate and that the 

emphasis should be placed on greater cooperation in their mutual interest”203. Once again Delors 

supported the new need to enhance the political cooperation with the US, given the transformative 

times they were living in.  

Delors’s reaction to the new American attitude was positive. The enhancement of the political 

dimension of the transatlantic relationship was needed. In order to do so, the EC had to strengthen its 

integration and its international role. Therefore, Delors had to guide the Commission in its effort to 

gain a more significant political role. The first occasion was the management of the relations with the 

Eastern Europe experiencing a phase of liberation at that time.  
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2.2 The Commission gains a key role in Eastern Europe 

At the beginning of 1989, months before the fall of the Berlin wall, the situation of Eastern Europe 

was already significantly intense. After Gorbachev’s speech at the General Assembly of the United 

Nations, the Eastern European countries were confident to be able to achieve complete liberation in 

their struggle against the repression of the USSR. Inevitably the attention of both the Americans and 

the Europeans was extremely high upon the circumstances. On 16 May 1989 the EPC had a meeting 

with some American representatives in Madrid. The EC was represented by the troika of political 

directors of the EPC which in that moment was composed by Fernando Perpiña, the Spanish 

ambassador holding the presidency, the Greek Mr. Petropoulos, the French Bertrand Dufourcq, and 

Günter Burghardt as representative of the Commission. In that occasion the main topic was Eastern 

Europe because, as noted by Rozanne L. Ridgway, the American assistant Secretary of State for 

European and Canadian affairs, “it had become increasingly difficult to speak of an Eastern bloc”204 

and “there were different developments, going on at an accelerated pace, notably in Poland and 

Hungary”205. In a summary note of the meeting Burghardt wrote that “the basic question for US was 

how to keep tension between the political and economic reform processes. How to accompany the 

political process with economic policies”206. It was clear that the Eastern European countries needed 

economic assistance, but Washington and Community Brussels wanted to attach a path of political 

reforms to the granting of this economic help. The economic and political realms were strongly 

intertwined in this situation. In other words, “the general concern of the USA was, in conclusion, not 

to throw billions of US or IMF money in supporting unefficient economies, but rather to sustain 

meaningful economic and political reforms”207. Therefore, an institution able to effectively manage 
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the economic assistance without disregarding the political dimension of the reforms was needed. The 

EC Commission seemed to perfectly fit the role. Indeed, it already had economic relations with the 

area, and, through them, it was aware of the different specificities of each Eastern European state208. 

It did not take too much time for the Commission to be officially recognised as the more suitable 

institution to face these matters. Indeed, between 14 and 16 July 1989 a G-7 was held in Paris. In that 

occasion the seven most industrialized countries of the world evaluated the situation in Eastern 

Europe and decided to “ask the Commission of the European Communities to take the necessary 

initiatives in agreement with the other Member States of the Community, and to associate, besides 

the Summit participants, all interested countries”209. Thus, the Commission was entrusted with the 

responsibility to conduct the Western effort to assist the Eastern European countries, in that moment 

especially Poland and Hungary, with the economic and political reforms. A group of 24 countries 

was created (hereafter, G-24), and the Commission was put at the top of it. The Commission 

established the PHARE programme (Poland and Hungary Assistance for the Restructuring of the 

Economy) to lead the endeavour. This G-7 decision to assign such a significant task to the 

Commission had a double meaning. From the economic and technical viewpoint, it meant that the 

other industrialized nations “recognized the expertise of the EC in the field of aid policy”210. It was a 

signal of the good work the Commission had performed up to that moment. From the political 

standpoint, “the significance is that the United States, which used to play the role of undisputed leader 

of the West, now concedes the EC’s central role in Eastern Europe”211. Washington valued so highly 

the contribute the Commission could offer that it renounced to its centrality on the area. It was a move 

dictated by the new American attitude: the Bush administration was willing to not be the leader if that 

could help achieving the common interests. Therefore, thanks to its activism in the previous months 

in building economic relations with Eastern Europe, the Commission gained a meaningful position 
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which could significantly enhance its international political role. It was the first official occasion for 

the EC to impose itself as a both economic and political player in the field of external relations.  

The role was secured; thus, it was time for the Commission to live up to it and exploit the momentum 

to take itself and the entire EC to another level in international politics. The most important judgment 

was inevitably the American one. The first occasion to understand Washington’s assessment of the 

Commission’s leadership of the G-24 for assisting Eastern Europe was a meeting of the Troika 

political directors with the Bush administration held in Washington on 25 and 26 October 1989. The 

Commission representative in the EPC delegation was Burghardt. He reported in a note for Delors 

that the new assistant Secretary of State for European and Canadian affairs Raymond Seitz “a salué 

le rôle de coordination de l’action à l’égard de la Pologne et de la Hongrie, assume avec beaucoup de 

succès par la Commission de la CEE”212. It was an extremely positive comment coming from a key 

figure for the European affairs in the Bush’s administration. In addition, the fact that it was expressed 

during an EPC meeting highlighted the political dimension of the role the Commission was playing. 

The American evaluation remained positive also a few months later during the EC/US ministerial 

meeting held in Brussels on 15 December 1989. Indeed, in his remarks at the opening session, Baker 

declared that “the EC has played, and will continue to play, a valuable coordinating role in our Group 

of 24 effort to assist the political and economic reformers in Eastern Europe”213. Such a positive 

judgement made by the US Secretary of State in a public document was the certification that the 

Commission work was being truly appreciated and effective. Baker also directly underlined the 

political goal of this effort. During the meeting Baker highlighted again the “valuable task”214 the 

Commission was conducting, and he also complimented Andriessen for how he chaired the recent 
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“very successful G24 meeting”215. It was evident that Washington was completely satisfied by how 

the Commission was dealing with its mission. Also, the Commission itself was happy with the 

business. In the same ministerial meeting Andriessen defined the last G-24 meeting as “very 

constructive”216 stating that “the participants had reaffirmed their commitment to helping Poland and 

Hungary and had also given a positive political signal to the other countries of Eastern Europe”217. 

He understood the political value of the Commission’s action in that area, and he was already 

convinced that it could be helpful to all the other Eastern European countries.  

The Commission was acquiring trust and respect in the international arena. The situation also 

increased the self-confidence of the Commission and its officials. They were experiencing that it was 

possible for the Commission playing an international role beyond the trade agreements. It seemed 

perfectly logical to have the Commission assuming a more political role. This new confidence by the 

Commission was evident in a 1990 internal document Delors and Andriessen wrote about the 

strengthening of EC/US dialogue for the Commission officials. In the document, regarding the 

Commission’s coordination of the G-24, they wrote that “both the Member States and the United 

States have been broadly satisfied with how this role has been accomplished and the prestige of both 

the Commission and the Community in the area of external policy has risen”218. They were strongly 

feeling that they were enhancing the international role of the Commission. All the other actors were 

complimenting the Commission for its ability to work in a situation where the economic and political 

domains were strictly intertwined. It led Delors and Andriessen to start a crucial reasoning about the 

value of the approach that imposed the distinction between the two domains.  

A series of development over recent months, elements of what has come to be described 

as the “acceleration of history”, suggest, however, that a more radical rethinking of this 
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cautious approach may now be appropriate. In particular the implicit distinction between 

economic and political subject matter, with only the former being dealt with by the 

Community, is coming to seem obsolete, in view of the impossibility of separating the 

Community’s economic role from its political one.219 

As explained in the first chapter, the distinction between the political and the economic dimension of 

the EC external action was hard to be traced since the beginning. In this moment the leaders of the 

Commission realised, by experiencing it on the ground, that it was indeed coming to seem obsolete. 

The EC could not manage anymore only the economic domain of the European external action. The 

new reality of that period of transition was the occasion to understand the need of an EC’s political 

competence. These words were a clear signal of the politicization of the Commission, because they 

indirectly indicated the Commission itself as the best trade-union of the two domains. The 

Commission was demonstrating with its leadership in assisting Eastern Europe that it could manage 

a broader role also touching the political matters of the European external action. The Commission 

alone was understanding that a strong political toll could be built on its economic expertise. This new 

self-awareness was strongly confirmed by the fact that Delors did not limit himself to express the 

centrality of the Commission only to his colleagues. Indeed, during a meeting at the White House on 

24 April 1990 before President Bush Delors “a expliqué pourquoi et comment l’action que la 

Communauté développait en Europe en faisait l’instrument irremplaçable de la stabilité et de la 

paix”220. It was another signal of the trust Delors had in the Commission’s work in Eastern Europe.  

This meeting at the White House took place the day after a ministerial meeting where the Commission 

further enhanced its assistance to Eastern Europe. Indeed, on 23 April 1990 during the meeting 

Andriessen “announced the Commission’s intention to propose an extension of the PHARE operation 

to the other countries concerned, including Yugoslavia, to which the US side responded 
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favourably”221. It was the official certification of the good work of the Commission with the PHARE 

programme. After less than one year the assistance was expanded to all the Central and Eastern 

European countries that were part of the Eastern bloc. The Commission reinforced its position and its 

work continued effectively. In 1991 also the first concrete political results were achieved. On 16 

December 1991 the EC signed the so-called Europe agreements with Hungary, Poland, and 

Czechoslovakia. The Europe agreements were association agreements that “cover not only economic 

and commercial matters, but also political and cultural ones”222. They were the tool the Commission 

created to link the economic and political domains. Through these agreements, a path towards 

economic liberalisation strictly connected to regular political dialogue between the EC and those 

states was established. The Commission officials suggested Delors to highlight to Bush that “the 

overriding political importance of the agreements is obvious: in bringing these three countries close 

to the European Community, and in giving tangible form to their will to take part in the process of 

European integration, the agreements can offer a perspective to their populations”223. These Europe 

agreements were the first elements that showed to the Eastern European countries and their people 

that it was possible to even enter the EC. They offered economic and political assistance to achieve 

the European prosperity. The Commission was able to melt the economic and the political dimensions 

in a tool showing the world its political value and ability in international relations. 

As final proof of the new self-awareness the Commission was gaining through its international 

political role, it is interesting to note that Burghardt expressed the same ideas mentioned above also 

in a public context. In occasion of a conference titled “Towards a global Partnership (a new 

Assessment on Burdensharing)” organised by the America-European Community Association and 

held from 20 to 22 September 1991 at the Westfield International Conference Centre in Virginia, 
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Burghardt sent a paper whose title was “The EC and its Eastern neighbours: prospects and problems”. 

He started this work by writing that “one of the most distinctive recent features of world politics has 

been the steadily growing influence of the European Community as an actor on the international 

stage”224 and by specifying that one of the reason of this political growth was the fact that “it has 

taken the lead in coordinating economic assistance to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe”225. On 

the same line of argument, he added that “the Community is the centrepiece of European 

architecture”226. Moreover, he clearly wrote that “there is now a growing desire for the Community 

to play a political role commensurate with its economic strength”227. In the rest of the brief paper, he 

underlined how the PHARE programme was helping Eastern Europe both economically and 

politically making the Commission the key player of the area228. The confidence that Burghardt 

showed in public by sending this paper for the conference was another signal of the moment the 

Commission and its officials were experiencing. They were significantly transforming the 

Commission and the whole EC by providing it a more relevant international political standing. 

Through the PHARE programme and the Europe agreements, the Commission was able to build its 

own political role within the European external policy area. 

 

3. The second trajectory: the Commission gains political relevance through the 

relationship with the EPC 

As explained in the first chapter, since the first establishment of the European Political Cooperation 

a sort of competition between the EPC and the EC Commission emerged. The main problem was the 

rigidity of the distinction between the political competences assigned to the EPC and the commercial 

and economic ones entrusted with the Commission. During the 1970s and 1980s it became clear that 
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this line of division damaged the effectiveness of the European external action, therefore it was hardly 

tenable. In 1986 the Single European Act seemed to solve the matter by institutionalising the principle 

of consistency asking the EPC and the Commission to cooperate on every level. It was difficult to 

translate into reality this provision of the Single European Act, but in 1989, due to the revolutionary 

time and the new American attitude, the EPC-Commission relationship started to develop in that 

direction. In this section the internal debate of the Commission on how to deal with the EPC and the 

evolution of its role at the side of the EPC are analysed. The aim is to demonstrate that the EPC-

Commission relationship was the second trajectory the Commission tried to exploit in order to 

achieve a more relevant political role in the European external action.  

 

3.1 The Commission’s internal debate 

As noted above, at the beginning of 1989 the Commission was already demonstrating that it was able 

to play a crucial role throughout the changing times of the period, especially in the relationship with 

Eastern Europe. This Commission’s activism brought again at the centre of the EC interests the debate 

around the EPC-Commission relationship. An effective coordination was needed to face those 

difficult times and to show credibility to the allies, especially the US. On 13 March 1989 in a note for 

the new head of the Commission delegation in Washington Andreas van Agt, Burghardt demonstrated 

to have clear ideas about the EPC-Commission relationship and about how the two institutions had 

to present themselves to Washington. 

Coordination of EPC and Community aspects is the responsibility of both (emphasis in 

the original text) the Presidency of EPC and the Commission under art. 30 para 5 of the 

SEA. It would be wrong for us to contribute to the false impression of our US interlocutors 

that there is something like a “hierarchical” order in favour of EPC. It is true that such 
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an impression is a regrettable result of the usual way member-states present themselves 

(e.g. as “Presidency of the Community”, a term which does not exist institutionally).229  

Burghardt was concerned with the American impression that the EPC had more power than the 

Commission in EC external relations matters. He underlined the parity and the common 

responsibilities of the relationship between the two institutions, even by citing the Single European 

Act. He also added that “the presence of the Commission in EPC is of course not an argument in 

favour of the Council Presidency attending Community events which fall under the sole responsibility 

of the Commission under the EC Treaties”230. Thus, Burghardt clarified that the Commission had the 

competence of dealing with EPC matters, while the EPC could not interfere with the Commission’s 

exclusive competence. It meant that the political dimension of the EC external relations fell within 

the range of competences of both institutions, while the commercial one did not.  

This communication by Burghardt was the first element of an internal debate the Commission had 

over how to deal with the EPC. Everybody agreed that transatlantic talks had to be enhanced because 

the period required a more solid political cooperation, but the role of the Commission in the EPC 

framework was discussed. On 11 May 1989 the Commission officials of the DG External Relations 

transmitted to the Vice President Andriessen a long note with the evaluation of a series of proposal 

to reform the EC-US framework of dialogue. Some suggestions simply proposed to consider new 

agreements to add some areas of discussion. However, one proposal was truly revolutionary. The idea 

was to “consider an agreement going beyond the Commission’s traditional competences into areas 

such as political cooperation and security (emphasis in the original text) and covering all aspects of 

EC/US relations”231. It was a plan that aimed to significantly enhanced the role of the Commission 

by attributing it competences in political cooperation and security. The EPC was not even mentioned 
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in this proposal, as if the Commission could completely take over it in this way. In the same document 

the assessment of this plan pointed out three possible problematic consequences of the 

institutionalisation of political links. The first regarded the possible reaction of Washington. The 

concern was that “such links would allow the USA to use political (e.g. defence) arguments in order 

to extract trade concessions, as they did with Japan”232. It was possible that Washington could exploit 

the Commission’s lack of experience in those fields in order to gain concessions in trade matters, 

consequently damaging the European interests. The second preoccupation regarded the countermove 

of the EC member states. 

The possibility exists that Member States could seize this opportunity to seek to balance 

closer Commission involvement in EPC with reciprocal involvement of the Council 

(perhaps through the Troika or the Presidency) in matters where the Commission has 

until now been sole official spokesman. The danger of such a development could be the 

multiplication of voices speaking for the Community and thereby a reduction of its 

capacity to negotiate effectively.233 

In this case the concern was that the member states could ask for reciprocity. As Burghardt underlined 

in the document cited above, on a treaty level there was no space for such a right. However, the 

member states could exploit the institutionalisation of an enhancement of the Commission’s 

competences in order to gain similar advantages on their side. This scenario had to be avoided because 

the effectiveness of the capacity to negotiate of the entire EC could be in danger. The Commission 

officials feared that the perspective of losing power could lead the member states to endanger the EC 

position in the eyes of the US. The third and last preoccupation regarded the actual role the 

Commission could have after such a reform. The concern was that “it would be difficult to avoid 

political, rather than commercial, relations taking centre-stage and the Commission’s role in the 
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dialogue could therefore be relegated to a secondary one”234. Once again, the Commission’s lack of 

experience in the new fields was a risk. It could lead to a significant loss of power, instead of an 

enhancement of its centrality. The result could be the opposite of the starting intentions and hopes. 

Against this background, the assessment of this plan ended by advising against the adoption of it. The 

Commission officials recognised that “there is certainly room for the Commission to use the Single 

Act to enhance its role”235, therefore “at some stage in the future the role of the Commission may 

well have altered to such an extent that this opinion becomes more attractive, but this is not currently 

the case”236. It is interesting to note that this conclusion foresees a possible alteration of the 

Commission role that could make the plan more desirable. It meant that at the time the Commission 

was not willing to make an official change, but it could try in the day-to-day business to slowly 

enhance its role in the relationship with the EPC. It was not time for institutionalising a reform, but it 

was the moment to build a Commission’s experience in mere political matters in order to allow such 

a transformation in the future. As Burghardt suggested in a note for Delors’ head of cabinet Pascal 

Lamy regarding this debate, it was the time of history “de prendre nous-mêmes l’initiative”237 in the 

relationship with the EPC. The Commission had to build its political role through showing its validity 

in action and in the official meetings with Washington. The aim was to practically demonstrate it 

could play a useful role also in the pure political domain, hoping for an official acknowledgment of 

its political role in the future.  

 

3.2 The Commission becomes the Fourth Musketeer 

As explained above, at the beginning of 1989 there was a tension between the EPC and the EC, 

especially the Commission. However, it is important to underline that it was not a conflict in which 
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one actor wanted to eliminate the other. The EPC was not the Commission’s enemy in a battle for 

political power. It was a relationship characterised by some disagreements, but also by the awareness 

that collaboration was strongly needed in order to build an effective European external policy. The 

two institutions recognised each other’s value. Indeed, on 16 May 1989 during a meeting between 

the American officials and the Troika political directors of the EPC Fernando Perpiña, the Spanish 

official holding the Presidency, “described the evolution of the EPC from a diplomacy of declarations 

to a diplomacy of action stressing the growing interlinkage and coherence with Community 

policies”238. The EPC was aware that its positive development was due also to the Commission’s 

work towards consistency. Thus, the Commission could start its effort towards a greater political role 

within the EPC framework already having fair working relations with it.  

During 1989 the Commission demonstrated its capacity to play a more political role through its 

leadership in assisting Eastern Europe. Its work convinced not only Washington, as explained above, 

but also the EC member states. As a result, the EPC itself started to underline its full association and 

complementarity with the Commission. This extremely positive attitude by the EPC towards the 

Commission was made public and clear during a visit of the Troika of political directors to 

Washington between 25 and 26 October 1989. The Troika was composed by the French Bertrand 

Dufourcq holding the Presidency, the Spanish Perpiña, and the Irish Patrick Murphy. It was 

accompanied by Burghardt as Commission representative. In that occasion the European delegation 

was invited to hold a meeting with the US House foreign affairs committee and the US Senate foreign 

relations committee. The aim of this audition was to discuss the purpose and the functioning of the 

EPC to the American representatives. At the House Dufourcq was asked to present the delegation, 

and his answer significantly emphasized the role of the Commission within the EPC framework.  

 
238 GB-26, European Commission, European Political Cooperation, EC/US Political Directors Troika Consultations, 
Madrid, 16 May 1989, Günter Burghardt, Secretariat General, Directorate F, Brussels, 17 May 1989, Confidential, 
Limited distribution. 
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The President introduced the members of the delegation with an important comment that 

while the group was called, “the Troika”, it was in fact more like the “Three Musketeers” 

in which there was a fourth and most important Musketeer. In this case in addition to the 

three Member States representatives, the fourth Musketeer was the Commission.239  

The same presentation defining the Commission as fourth Musketeer was repeated by Dufourcq also 

before the US Senate240. It was a meaningful signal of the position the Commission was gaining 

within the EPC. It was not an official change of the treaties, but it remained a significant note of 

esteem by the EPC for the Commission’s work. It was exactly that kind of little practical steps the 

Commission was looking for to enhance its political relevance in the European external action. 

Dufourcq also added that “the Commission’s responsibility was to keep EPC policy initiatives in 

harmony with Community policies. The Commission is therefore fully associated with all of the 

activities of the EPC”241. It was another consideration that highlighted the importance the EPC 

attached to the role of the Commission which was considered fully associated. It is important to also 

underline the context in which these affirmations were made. Defining the Commission in this way 

before the US Congress was an act that strongly supported the Commission’s political role in the eyes 

of the American. Indeed, in his summary note of the two days Burghardt wrote that Washington 

“reconnaît la complémentarité entre Communauté et CPE”242. This American interest in the 

participation of the Commission to the political talks was reiterated a few months later. On 12 March 

1990 during a meeting with the officials of the Commission delegation in Washington the Americans 

 
239 GB-26, European Commission, Annex II of a note a l’attention du President Delors, Report of meeting between 
Congress and the Troika 26 October 1989, Bob Whiteman, Brussels, 27 October 1989.  
240 See Ibidem.  
241 Ibidem.  
242 GB-26, European Commission, Note a l’attention du President Delors, Réunion de la Troika des Directeurs Politique 
avec l’Administration des États-Unis, Washington, 25 et 26 octobre, 1989, Secretariat General, Direction F, Günter 
Burghardt, Brussels, 27 October 1989, Confidentiel.  
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were “signalling strongly US preference for Commission participation in EPC Ministerials”243. Thus, 

the Commission gained political credibility at the eyes of both the EPC and the Bush’s administration. 

As explained above, this new American attitude positively evaluating the EC international role led in 

November 1990 to the Transatlantic Declaration. It is interesting to note that the process guiding to 

that document was another step in the elimination of the rigid distinction between the political and 

the economic domain, an element of division between the EPC and the Commission. Indeed, already 

in July 1990 the Commission officials in a note commenting a first draft of the Transatlantic 

Declaration wrote that the American behaviour towards the EC “reflect the fact that the distinction 

between the Community and EPC matters in foreign relations is becoming increasingly untenable”244. 

It was one of the signals that indicated that “by the end of 1990, the supposed official gap between 

EC and EPC competences had become more implausible than ever”245. This feeling was clear for 

Washington, and it was becoming evident also for Community Brussels. Indeed, “in its 1989 General 

Report, for instance, the Commission devoted nearly eighty pages to the Community’s external 

relations, and only ten pages to EPC”246.  

The practical example of the overcoming of this distinction and, most importantly, of the relevant 

political role the Commission was gaining was the fact that it was involved in the consultations 

regarding the new European architecture. While a few years before during the Reagan administration 

the Commission was not involved or simply informed of the political talks, at that time the Bush 

administration had no problems in facing the extremely sensitive political arguments at the presence 

of the Commission. On 24 April 1990 there was a meeting at the White House between Bush and 

Delors in which the American President openly talked about the new European architecture from a 

 
243 GB-24, European Commission, Telecopy No. 2131, E.C.-U.S. relations, From Washington to Brussels, European 
Commission Washington Delegation, 12 March 1990.  
244 GB-28, European Commission, Note for Vice-President Andriessen, Transatlantic Declaration, Directorate General 
External Relations, Brussels, 30 July 1990.  
245 D. Dinan, European Political Cooperation, in L. Hurwitz and C. Lequesne (eds.), The State of the European 
Community – Policies, Institutions and Debates in the Transition Years, sponsored by the European Community Studies 
Association, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1991, p. 404.  
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political and security viewpoint, underlining the crucial role NATO had for Washington247. However, 

the most significant example of the political involvement of the Commission was the visit by Delors 

and Jacques Santer, holding the Presidency of the European Council at that time, on 11 April 1991. 

As mentioned above, it was a consultation form introduced by the Atlantic Declaration, and it was 

the first meeting in which the President of the European Commission and the President of the 

European Council were side by side. The themes discussed were highly political, from the situation 

in Europe to the Gulf conflict248. Therefore, this occasion was the symbolic representation of the 

political role the Commission was able to earn throughout the crucial years between 1989-1991, 

because Washington, the major ally, wanted to listen to the opinion of both the member states and 

the Commission. 

The Commission’s awareness of being on the right path towards a more significant political role 

within the European external action was confirmed once again by its public diplomacy. Indeed, 

Burghardt was invited to another conference organised by the America-European Community 

Association whose title was “US/EC Relations and Europe's new Architecture” and that was held in 

Annapolis from 21 to 23 September 1990. The Commission’s perspective on the new European 

architecture was considered interesting because the institution led by Delors was involved in the 

debate around it. Burghardt’s speech acknowledged the role the Commission was playing in that 

transitional period. He mentioned the effort in assisting Eastern Europe, but he also underlined the 

importance of the collaboration with the EPC. Looking at the future he stated that “the external 

relations of the European Community and the coordination of Member States’ foreign policies are 

the two sources of the future common foreign policy, the essential constituent element of a European 

 
247 See GB-28, European Commission, Note de dossier, Réunion à la Maison Blanche 24 avril 1990, Le Chef de Cabinet 
du Président, Brussels, 25 April 1990, Confidentiel.   
248 See HAEU, GB-31, European Commission, Rapport succinct des entretiens Santer-Delors avec le Président Bush, 
Washington le 11 avril 1991, Brussels, 12 April 1991; and GB-31, European Commission, Remarks by the President, 
President of the European Council Jacques Santer, and President of the European Commission Jacques Delors upon 
departure, The White House Office of the Press Secretary, Washington, 11 April 1991.  
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Political Union”249. This passage made publicly clear the aim of the Commission’s quest for a 

political agency in the framework of the European external action. The Commission gaining a more 

relevant political role was a way to build a common European foreign policy.  

In conclusion, it is important to underline that from the practical viewpoint the main role in the crucial 

questions of the new European architecture, such as the German reunification and the security 

matters, was still played by the EC member states250. However, it does not undermine the significance 

of the Commission’s involvement to the debate. Just a few years before it was unthinkable for the 

Commission to have a say in such highly political matters, but in 1991, thanks to the relationship built 

with the EPC, it was involved in the discussion. Fostering this relationship with the EPC was the 

second trajectory the Commission followed between 1989 and 1991 to gain a more significant 

political role in the European external action. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated how between 1989 and 1991 the European Commission was able to 

build a more political role for itself in the framework of the European external action. This 

enhancement of the Commission’s political international standing was possible thanks to two 

historical circumstances. The first was that the 1989-1991 period was a time of revolutions and 

significant changes for the international relations. The liberation of Eastern Europe and the crumbling 

of the USSR were challenges that needed to be faced also by the EC. The second framework factor 

helping the Commission was the change of the American attitude towards the EC brought by the Bush 

administration. President Bush in his public speech at Boston University on 21 May 1989 clearly 

 
249 HAEU, GB-27, European Commission, Europe 1993 Evolving transatlantic ties: what future lies ahead?, speech by 
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Cambridge University Press, September 2013, chapter 13, pp. 265-284; and R. L. Hutchings, The US, German Unification 
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stated that Washington was willing to concentrate more on the political dimension of the transatlantic 

relationship rather than on the commercial disputes. Given the changing times they were living, Bush 

wanted more political cooperation with the EC in order to face the challenges of the time. Bush’s new 

approach was confirmed by his Secretary of State Baker with a speech in Berlin on 12 December 

1989. In this case the message was the same: the Americans were looking for a highly political 

relationship with the Europeans; however, Baker also emphasized the role of NATO to clarify that 

the White House wanted to keep the EC within the Atlantic framework led by Washington.  

Exploiting these favourable circumstances, the Commission was able to enhance its political 

relevance by following two trajectories. The first was to deepen the economic relations with Eastern 

Europe. It led to the G-7 appointment of the Commission as leader of the G-24 group for assisting 

both economically and politically the Eastern European countries. In this effort the Commission, 

through the PHARE programme and the Europe agreements, demonstrated that it was able to also 

manage the political dimension. Its work was effective, and it granted the Commission international 

recognition of its new political position. The second trajectory was to foster the relationship with the 

EPC in order to have a say also in the political affairs of the European external action. This result was 

achieved as demonstrated by the consideration both the EPC and Washington had of the Commission 

as a fundamental player to involve in the debate over the new European architecture. The two 

trajectories had in common the progressive elimination of the distinction between the economic and 

political competences. This line of division became more and more untenable, consequently the 

Commission could make its part in building a common European foreign policy by achieving a more 

relevant political role. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this dissertation was to analyse whether in the period between 1985 and 1991 the 

European Commission achieved a relevant political role going beyond its exclusive commercial 

competences. The choice to focus on the period between late 1980s and early 1990s was dictated by 

the revolutionary nature of those years that made them an interesting case for studying the institutional 

evolution of the EC Commission. 

The first chapter has analysed the central tool the EC and its member states had been developing 

during the 1970s and the first half of the 1980s to coordinate the European effort in order to manage 

the international political challenges: the European Political Cooperation. The aim of the chapter was 

to present the institutional scenario concerning the European external action Delors found when he 

took office in 1985. The chapter focused on the evolution of the EPC and on its relationship with the 

Commission in order to understand the tool for European external action the Delors Commission had 

to deal with at the beginning of its journey. This examination has been performed through the analysis 

of the official documents and treaties the EC member states agreed on to shape the EPC. The chapter 

has started with a general and brief overview of how the European external action evolved in the very 

first decades of the project of European integration. The Schuman Declaration of 1950 clearly set the 

dream of a Europe as single political entity able to guarantee peace and wealth internationally by 

playing a relevant global role in all political and economic scenarios. However, the path was long and 

had to be progressive. Indeed, after some failed attempts of fostering the security integration, such as 

the Pleven plan, in 1957 the Treaties of Rome created the first dimension of common European 

external action. It was exclusively commercial and completely entrusted with the European 

Commission. It meant that the Commission became the main actor of the new-born Community’s 

external action, but also that the political matters of world affairs remained entirely in the hands of 

the member states excluding an autonomous EC action. In the 1960s the Commission demonstrated 

to be an effective leader in the commercial and economic international affairs, for example with its 
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role in the Kennedy Round of trade negotiations within the GATT framework; but those years also 

showed that the political matters always prevailed over the economic issues. This awareness led the 

EC member states to start a debate around a new tool for coordinating their foreign policies during a 

summit in the Hague in December 1969. The first result was the Davignon Report, the document that 

officially create the European Political Cooperation, adopted meeting of the Foreign Ministers of the 

six EC member states held in Luxembourg on 27 October 1970. The EPC was forged as an extremely 

pragmatic and flexible tool in support to the simple coordination of the foreign policies of the member 

states. Most importantly, a line of distinction between the economic and the political matters was 

drawn. As a consequence, the EPC had to deal with all the political issues, while the Commission had 

to remain focused only on the economic ones. The relationship was intended as decisively separated, 

because the EC member states were not willing to cede their sovereignty in the field of foreign policy. 

The political crises of those years, such as the USSR’s invasion of Afghanistan, demonstrated that 

this distinction harmed the effectiveness of the European external action. The importance of the 

principle of consistency started to be recognised, because that distinction could not be held in reality. 

Therefore, the London Report, approved on 13 October 1981, declared that the Commission had to 

be fully associated with the activities of the EPC. The latter remained a flexible tool, but for the 

former the step was significant because it allowed the Commission to start gaining political relevance. 

Finally, in 1986 the Single European Act reiterated the need to have a Commission fully associated 

with the EPC work and it also institutionalised the principle of consistency. In almost two decades 

the Commission was given a sort of path to strengthen its political role. This first chapter has 

demonstrated that the relationship between the EPC and the Commission could be a way for the latter 

to gain political relevance within the framework of the European external action.  

The second chapter examined the main themes that characterised the transatlantic talks between 1985 

and 1988 and, at the same time, the negotiating attitudes the US and the EC adopted to face these 

matters. The second half of 1980s were characterised by a significant number of commercial disputes 
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between the two sides of the Atlantic. The disagreements of economic nature were various, therefore 

Burghardt’s archival papers have been used to understand how Washington and Community Brussels 

managed them. The chapter starts by demonstrating how, since the matter under discussions were still 

mainly commercial ones, there was not much space of manoeuvre for the Commission to develop its 

political role. In addition, in facing the commercial disputes, the US and the EC held two different 

approaches. Both were aware that they shared a common responsibility towards the functioning of 

the global trade and economic system. However, Washington felt as the senior partner of the alliance, 

therefore its attitude was characterised by a behaviour defined by the Commission officials as 

aggressive ambivalence. The ambivalence lied in the different approaches the Americans had towards 

the European integration when political or economic affairs were discussed. In political issues 

Washington was always supportive of the European effort to enhance the integration in order to reach 

a political unity, while in economic issues the US were more and more worried of the possible bad 

consequences of a too strong and prosperous EC. This attitude translated into a significantly 

aggressive attitude towards the EC in the management of the commercial disputes of the second half 

of the 1980s. On the other hand, the EC tried to hold an attitude both open and decisive. Community 

Brussels wanted to reassure Washington on the fact that a more prosperous EC could only benefit the 

US, but it did not mean that the EC never criticised the Americans. The EC decisively exposed its 

critics and always underlined the shared responsibility in order to push Washington to act for the 

wealth of the two sides of the Atlantic and the entire world. After having clarified the themes and the 

attitudes characterising the transatlantic relations in those years, the second chapter has demonstrated 

how the Commission effectively managed the commercial disputes of that time. Three examples have 

been selected to show that the Commission was not a newcomer in the international trade 

negotiations: the 1985 EC enlargement economic issues, the GATT Uruguay round, and the debate 

over the agricultural subsidies. The Uruguay round, with the specific battle around the agricultural 

subsidies, was the principal example of how the Commission was able to adopt the open but decisive 

attitude to effectively face Washington. In its branch of competence, the Commission was a truly 
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relevant player in the European external action. The US respected it and were not able to dictate any 

guidelines or policies as if the EC was a minor ally. In commercial and economic disputes, the 

Commission defended the European interests and could change Washington’s standpoints. Finally, 

the second chapter has pointed out that during those years the Commission played no role in the 

process of East-West détente. Many events, such as the Reykjavik summit in 1985, were political 

progresses towards a better relationship between the two blocs, but the Commission was not able to 

have a say in these issues. However, already at the end of 1988 the Commission started building 

meaningful economic relations with Eastern Europe, a move which anticipated one of the ways to 

gain a political role. Indeed, the Commission started becoming a key player in the Eastern European 

area. Thus, the second chapter has demonstrated that between 1985 and 1988, since the main disputes 

were of commercial and economic nature, the Commission could not strengthen its political role, but 

it clearly was an effective player in its domain of European external relations. The Commission’s 

political relevance was still to be built.   

The third and final chapter has examined the period between 1989 and 1991 to understand whether 

the Commission actually gained a more meaningful political role throughout those years. The has 

started by explaining two fundamental changes in the international framework. The first one was the 

rapid and revolutionary events characterising that time span due to the crumbling of the USSR and 

the progressive liberation of Central and Eastern Europe from the constraints of the Soviet bloc. These 

episodes gave to the period a changing and unpredictable nature. The US and the EC were not the 

protagonists of those happenings, but they were concerned of the possible negative evolutions of the 

situation. It clearly became a time of important political decisions. The second change of 

circumstances was the new American attitude brought by the Bush’s administration. As a 

consequence of the revolutionary period, the White House passed from an aggressive behaviour 

strongly interested in the economic affairs to a more cooperative attitude way more focused on the 

political dimension of the relationship with the other side of the Atlantic. President Bush held a speech 
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at Boston University in May 1989 in which he eliminated the aggressive ambivalence of Ragan’s 

times declaring that the political matters had a significant priority over the ongoing commercial and 

economic disputes. It did not mean that the economic disagreements disappeared, but it certainly 

meant that the Americans were more interested in having a solid ad effective political dialogue with 

the EC than in discussing about technical commercial matters. In addition, Bush expressed a support 

for the EC political integration, because Washington needed a strong political ally to manage the 

changing times of that period. This new American attitude was confirmed by a speech held by the 

Secretary of State James Baker in Berlin in December 1989. The US openly asked the EC to 

strengthen the political dimension of the dialogue within the transatlantic relations. This new 

American attitude and desires were also institutionalised by the signing of the Transatlantic 

Declaration in November 1990. This document from a practical standpoint introduced new forms of 

dialogue to enhance the political cooperation, while from an attitude point of view it clearly put the 

political side of the transatlantic talks at the centre moving the commercial disputes to the 

background. Thanks to these new circumstances, a window of opportunity opened for the 

Commission to enhance its political relevance. The rest of the chapter demonstrated that the Delors 

Commission was indeed able to exploit the situation to effectively gain political agency. This effort 

was conducted by following two trajectories. The first one was the one started in late 1988: fostering 

the economic relations with Eastern Europe to build a political voice over the situation in the area. 

During a G-7 summit in Paris in July 1989 the Commission was entrusted with the leadership of the 

Western effort to support the economic and political reform of Eastern Europe, especially of Poland 

and Hungary. It was a clear signal that the international powers were recognising the Commission as 

an institution with expertise in the area; in particular, the fact that Washington gave the Commission 

such a role meant that the Americans were willing to stay in the background because they trusted the 

European institution. The Commission established the PHARE programme which aimed at 

liberalising the economies of Poland and Hungary and, at the same time, their political systems. The 

Commission effectively fulfilled its task receiving compliments by the American ally. At the 
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beginning of 1990 the PHARE programme was extended to the other countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. In 1991 the mere political results arrived. The EC signed the so-called Europe agreements 

with some of the Eastern European countries. These were association agreements combining 

economic and political reforms. Thus, the Commission became a fundamental player in Eastern 

Europe. It gained a significant political role within the European external action framework by 

building its political relevance on its economic expertise. The second trajectory was the one of the 

relationship with the European Political Cooperation. Against the institutional background 

guaranteed by the Single European Act, the Commission was able to become an indispensable 

element for the good functioning of the European Political Cooperation. The representatives of the 

EPC Troika defined the Commission as the fundamental fourth player to produce an effective 

European action in the international scenario. This new status was recognised also by the US. Indeed, 

Washington insisted on inviting the Commission also to all the political meetings. Reagan’s times in 

which the Commission was involved only for managing harsh commercial disputes were far. At the 

beginning of the 1990s the Commission was fully invited to the debate around the new European 

architecture. The EC’s final practical contribution was not really significant, because the member 

states still played the crucial role in the security area. However, the simple fact that the Commission 

could have a voice was a novelty reflecting the political relevance the institution led by Delors had 

gained. The EPC-Commission relations truly enhanced the political agency of the latter.  

Thus, the dissertation supports the argument made at the beginning in the introduction. The Delors 

Commission did gain political agency between the end of 1980s and the start of 1990s. During the 

Reagan administration, the Commission fully respected its competences and dealt only with 

commercial matters. Then, in 1989 it was able to exploit the window of opportunity offered by the 

revolutionary times and by the new American attitude in order to enhance its political role within the 

European external action. In 1991 the Commission was not the same institution it was in 1985. It 

grew political agency through day-by-day activism, especially in the key area of Eastern Europe. It 
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is interesting to note that the Commission did not even too much forcefully search for this new 

political dimension, but it found itself in a favourable period and was able to exploit it. As often 

happens in the history of the European integration, the new political agency of the Commission was 

not first established by treaty and later applied in reality. It emerged in the daily business through the 

effective effort of the Delors Commission and was first recognised by the European member states 

and the other international powers, in this case the major ally the US. Therefore, the analysis of 

Burghardt’s archival documents of the period leads to the conclusion that between 1985 and 1991 the 

Commission did experience a transformation of its competences on the ground: the commercial ones 

established by treaty remained firmly in its hands and the political agency was built taking advantage 

of the international framework. It means that the Commission actually gained a new political 

relevance which can be considered an important step towards the construction of a real common 

foreign policy shaped also by the EC institutions without leaving everything in the hands of the 

member states. 

The dissertation has tried to offer an original contribution to the scientific literature regarding the 

transatlantic relations and the EC/EU external relations. As mentioned in the introduction, the usual 

approach to these topics adopted in the literature is the governmental one in which the European 

member states are the main protagonists, and the institutional level is undermined or disregarded. 

Instead, drawing on European Commission sources, it was possible to study how Washington 

interacted with the officials of a European institution who did not directly represent any member state. 

It was shown how the Americans during the period under analysis acknowledged the European 

Commission’s role in determining the European international moves. It proved wrong the sometimes-

popular idea that in the international arena only the member states could play a meaningful role 

because the European institutions were not considered. Washington was aware of the influence of the 

Commission, especially in the commercial area. On the other hand, it has been demonstrated that also 

in the European reaction to the revolutionary times of 1989 the EC institutional level played a role. 
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The European external action was not simply the sum of the member states’ will with the prevalence 

of the desires of the most important European governments, but it was the result of a complex multi-

level process in which the institutional bodies exerted their own influence. Thus, this thesis has tried 

to offer an original contribution to the historical debate by employing the already existent institutional 

approach to a period and some themes to which, for various reasons, it has been applied only in a 

significantly limited way.  

In conclusion, it is interesting to look at the following progresses in the EC/EU external policy in 

light of the analysis of this dissertation. Indeed, as mentioned in the introduction, the examination of 

this work had to stop at 1991 due to the availability of the archival sources. However, the official 

evolution of the Commission’s institutional role in external relations in later years can be understood 

according to the conclusions of this thesis.  

On 7 February 1992 the Maastricht Treaty was signed. It marked significant progresses in all the areas 

of the European integration project officially launching the European Union. Regarding the European 

external action, the Maastricht Treaty introduced as second pillar of the new European Union the 

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). It was a meaningful official step towards a common 

European foreign policy. The CFSP remained of strictly intergovernmental nature, but the 

Commission played a role. It kept the fundamental responsibility of guarantying the consistency by 

managing the economic tools employed in foreign policy. As demonstrated in this dissertation, it was 

an effective way to also hold a political relevance. In addition, the Commission had the right of 

referring matters to the Council of the EU, therefore it had to pay attention to the international political 

affairs. Indeed, the Commission evolved also internally. In 1993 a new DG was created, the External 

Political Relations DG (DG IA). It was a clear signal of the Commission’s interest in the political 

matters of the international arena in order to effectively support the CFSP. It is extremely interesting 

to note that as first Director General of this newly born DG was Günter Burghardt under the authority 
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of President Jacques Delors and Commissioner Hans van den Broek. The Commission continued its 

effort to develop a relevant political role.  

Remaining on the institutional level, on 13 December 2007 the Lisbon Treaty was signed. Among 

the various reforms it introduced, the establishment of the European External Action Service and of 

the figure of the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policies were two of the most 

significant for the area of the EU external action. The remarkable aspect of the High Representative 

position is that it holds also at the same time the Vice-Presidency of the European Commission. It is 

defined as double-hatted, and it was created in that way in order to enhance the overall coherence on 

external action. It means that nowadays the Vice-President of the Commission is also one of the most 

important voices representing the EU and its external action all over the world. Consequently, the 

Commission is fully involved in the process to shape the European external action without distinction 

of political or economic matters.  

Beyond the mere institutional domain, in the current era the Commission is considered a valuable 

political player for the EU external action also in the strategic documents. Two significant examples 

are the 2016 Global Strategy and the 2022 Strategic Compass251. Both are strategic documents 

produced by the European Union External Action Service aimed at presenting the challenges and the 

tools of the European external action. In both official papers the Commission is mentioned, together 

with the other relevant EU institutions and the member states, as a crucial element of the institutional 

framework shaping the EU foreign policy. Once again, the structure is strongly multi-level, but the 

Commission keeps holding its legitimacy in having a say in the international political affairs the EU 

is involved with. 

 
251 A Global Strategy for the European Union's Foreign and Security Policy, European Union External Action Service, 
presented to the Council of the EU on 14 November 2016.  
A Strategic Compass for Security and Defence, For a European Union that protects its citizens, values and interests and 
contributes to international peace and security, European Union External Action Service, 21 March 2022. 
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As final reflections, it is interesting to note that in times of crisis, as it was the 1989 period or the 

recent covid-19 pandemic, the EC/EU member states consider the European Commission a crucial 

actor due to its technical competences and its neutrality. The 1989 PHARE programme and the 2020 

plan to purchase covid-19 vaccines are two examples of the technical competence the Commission 

holds which guarantees it power and influence. Moreover, on both occasions the Commission 

demonstrated to be a neutral player able to silently mediate among the different member states’ 

positions in order to serve the European common interest. The Commission is a sort of European 

internal diplomatic actor that proposes common technical solutions in order to avoid public clashes 

between the member states. Accordingly, the Commission can be defined even as a sort of European 

institutional “think tank” which formulates the Community strategies to solve the member states’ 

disagreements. In the post-1989 years the solutions were the Europe association agreements that 

resulted to be an effective strategy, and during the 2020 pandemic crisis the plan of centralised 

purchase of vaccines turned out to be truly effective too.  

Thus, today it is possible to affirm that the Von Der Leyen Commission could define itself as a 

geopolitical body252 also thanks to the role played by the Delors Commission between 1980s and 

1990s in starting the enhancement of a Commission’s political agency. It was the first step of an 

ongoing travel towards a European Commission able to fully make its part towards shaping a common 

European foreign policy. 

  

 
252 See Opening Statement in the European Parliament Plenary Session by Ursula von der Leyen, Candidate for President 
of the European Commission, Ursula Von Der Leyen, Strasbourg, 16 July 2019. 
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Appendix: primary sources 

In the following pages four key extracts of Günter Burghardt’s archival papers employed in this 

dissertation are reported. They all referred to the period taken into consideration in the final chapter 

in which the European Commission’s political evolution is analysed. 

The first extract is President George Bush’s speech held at Boston University on 21 May 1989 in 

which the new American approach towards the European Community was first expressed. It is part 

of the following archival fond: HAEU, Fond Günter Burghardt, GB-25, Political dialogue between 

the European Communities and the United States. 

The second is the report of the EC/US ministerial meeting held in Brussels on 15 December 1989 in 

which the Commission’s leadership of the G-24 group was openly appreciated. It is part of the 

following archival fond: HAEU, Fond Günter Burghardt, GB-25, Political dialogue between the 

European Communities and the United States. 

The third is a note about the meeting between President George Bush and President Jacques Delors 

held at the White House on 24 April 1990 in which the dialogue was highly political. It is part of the 

following archival fond: HAEU, Fond Günter Burghardt, GB-28, The European Communities and 

the United States: consultations 1990. 

The fourth and final extract is the report of the meeting between the US Congress and the Troika od 

the European Political Cooperation held in Washington on 26 October 1989 in which the Commission 

was defined as Fourth Musketeer. It is part of the following archival fond: HAEU, Fond Günter 

Burghardt, GB-26, Political Directors' Troika consultations: 1987 - 1989. 
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Final summary 

Nowadays the European Commission is considered one of the key players within the European Union 

multi-level structure shaping the common external action. However, the Commission has not been in 

this relevant position concerning the European external action since the beginning of the European 

integration process. For multiple decades it has managed only European commercial relations, and it 

had to enhance its political relevance throughout the years. The purpose of this dissertation is to assess 

the evolution of the Commission’s political agency between 1985-1991, a crucial historical juncture 

marked as it was by the Single Market project, the end of the Cold War in Europe and the negotiations 

on the Maastricht Treaty which established the European Union. In this work, the evolution of the 

Commission’s role in external relations is analysed through the prism of transatlantic relations. 

Transatlantic relations have been selected as context because the US were the major political and 

economic partner of the EC member states and the Community itself, therefore Washington’s 

consideration of the Commission was significantly important to understand the Commission’s 

international agency. From a methodological viewpoint, this study is entirely based on the newly 

declassified archival sources from the fond of the Commission official Günter Burghardt which are 

now stored at the Historical Archives of the European Union in Florence.  Günter Burghardt has been 

a European Commission official from 1970 to 2005, and he held crucial roles related to the EC 

Commission external action and relations during the 1985-1991 period. From 1985 to 1988, he was 

Deputy Head of Cabinet to the Commission’s President Jacques Delors, with particular responsibility 

for external and development policies, relations with the European Parliament and Staff management. 

Then, in 1988, he was appointed Director at the Secretariat-General as well as Political Director, 

under the direct authority of President Delors, a position he held until 1993. Occupying these positions 

Burghardt was deeply involved in the Commission’s relations with the US and in its efforts to face 

the changing times of early 1990s. According to the nature of the archival sources, transatlantic 

relationship between 1985 and 1991 are analysed from a European institutional perspective in order 
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to understand whether in those years the European Commission led by Jacques Delors started the 

process of building its own political agency within the framework of EC external relations.  

The first chapter analyses the birth and the evolution of the first tool the European member states 

created to coordinate their foreign policies: the European Political Cooperation. The goal of the 

chapter is to understand the institutional scenario Delors found when he was officially appointed as 

President of the European Commission in 1985. Therefore, the evolution of the European Political 

Cooperation and its relationship with the Commission are the two main elements taken under 

examination. The study is performed through the analysis of the main official documents and 

agreements shaping the European Political Cooperation. This tool was officially created on 27 

October 1970 through the adoption of the Davignon Report as result of a meeting of the Foreign 

Ministers of the six EC member states held in Luxembourg. The EPC was established as a 

considerably flexible and pragmatic tool. Its aim was simply to support the coordination of the foreign 

policies of the European member states. The most important note to be made is that a rigid line of 

distinction between the economic and the political matters was drawn. The EPC had to manage the 

political issues, while the Commission had to focus on commercial and economic matters. The two 

institutions were separated, because the member states were jealous of their sovereignty in the foreign 

policy field. However, in practice this distinction damaged the effectiveness of EC’s external 

relations. Therefore, in 1981 the London Report was approved to correct this problem. Its most 

significant provision was that, when needed, the Commission had to be fully associated with the EPC 

activities. The economic side of external relations had to go hand in hand with the political one. It 

was the first appeal to the principle of consistency. In 1986 the Single European Act was approved, 

and it institutionalised the principle of consistency. It was also reiterated that the Commission had to 

be fully associated with the EPC. Thus, the first chapter demonstrates that the relationship with the 

EPC became for the Commission a possibility to enhance its political dimension in external relations. 
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The second chapter takes under examination the period between 1985 and 1988 in which Ronald 

Reagan was the American President and Jacques Delors experienced its first years as President of the 

European Commission. The chapter aims at analysing the reciprocal attitudes Washington and 

Community Brussels had towards one another and the main themes of the transatlantic talks during 

those years. The second half of the 1980s was characterised by a significant number of commercial 

disputes between the two sides of the Atlantic which limited the space for political matters. As a 

consequence, in this period the Commission struggled to build its political agency. This chapter first 

presents the US and EC negotiating attitudes. Washington held an aggressive behaviour thinking that 

the international trade playing field was tilted against the American interests. On the other hand, the 

EC held an open but decisive attitude trying to reassure the Americans but also to push them to make 

internal changes. Then, three examples of commercial disputes are presented to analyse the 

Commission’s behaviour:  the 1985 EC enlargement economic issues, the GATT Uruguay round, and 

the debate over the agricultural subsidies. These three examples demonstrate that the Commission 

was not a newcomer in the international trade negotiations. It was able to effectively defend European 

interests, and Washington gave it significant credit and respect for its action. In its branch of 

competence, the Commission was a truly relevant player in the external relations domain. Finally, the 

chapter ends by showing that at the end of 1988 the Commission started building economic relations 

with Eastern Europe. In this way the Commission started becoming a key player in the Eastern 

European area and, consequently, gaining significant political relevance. 

Lastly, the third chapter analyses the period between 1989 and 1991. The chapter starts by describing 

two crucial changes of international circumstances. First, in 1989 the crumbling of the USSR and its 

consequences, such as the progressive liberation of Eastern Europe, were rapid and unpredictable 

events that brought the political matters again at the centre of the transatlantic talks. Second, as a 

consequence of this international scenario, the Bush administration changed the American attitude 

towards the EC downplaying the importance of the commercial disputes and fostering the political 
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dimension of the transatlantic talks. This new American approach was presented in two key public 

speeches: one by Bush at Boston University in May 1989 and the other by the Secretary of States 

James Baker in Berlin in December 1989. In addition, it was institutionalised by the signing of the 

Transatlantic Declaration in November 1990 in which a more solid framework of mere political 

dialogue was agreed. As a consequence of the revolutionary period and of the new American attitude, 

a window of opportunity opened for the Commission. It was a favourable time to enhance its political 

voice. The Commission was able to effectively exploit this occasion, and it gained political agency 

by following two trajectories. The first one consisted in fostering the economic relations with Eastern 

European countries in order to turn them into tools of political leverage. This effort was successful 

also because in July 1989 during a G-7 meeting in Paris the Commission was entrusted with the role 

of leading the Western effort of supporting Central and Eastern Europe in the economic and political 

liberalisation process. The Commission established the PHARE programme, and in 1991 signed the 

so-called “Europe” association agreements with some states of the area. Thanks to its economic 

expertise, the Commission was internationally pushed to manage also political matters. The Delors 

Commission found itself in a favourable position and was extremely effective in exploiting it to gain 

political agency. The second trajectory was the relationship with the European Political Cooperation.  

Against the institutional background guaranteed by the Single European Act, the Commission was 

able to become an indispensable element for the good functioning of this Cooperation. The 

Commission earned respect as a political player by both the EPC and American representatives. 

Indeed, the EPC defined the Commission as an indispensable partner and Washington fully involved 

it in the debate around the new European architecture. Eventually, the EC was not able to play a 

decisive role in this theme, but the simple fact that the Commission was involved by the other EC 

institutions and by its major ally was a clear signal of the new political role it had gained.  

In conclusion, this dissertation demonstrates that the European Commission did start building its own 

political agency between the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. The Commission 
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experienced an evolution from being a mere commercial and economic player during the final Reagan 

years to being a relevant political player during the Bush’s administration years, especially in the 

European area. The Delors Commission was able to exploit its expertise and the external 

circumstances in the day-by-day work to start the process towards a meaningful political agency. If 

today the European Commission is a key player within the multi-level institutional architecture of the 

European external action, it is also due to the Delors Commission’s effort and abilities to put the basis 

for a political agency at the beginning of the 1990s.  

 

 


