The Myth of a
No-NATO-Enlargement
Pledge to Russia

In the latter half of the 1990s, as the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) was preparing to expand its membership for the first
time since the admission of Spain in 1982, Russian officials claimed that the
entry of former Warsaw Pact countries into NATO would violate a solemn
“pledge” made by the governments of West Germany and the United States in
1990 not to bring any former Communist states into the alliance.! Anatolii
Adamishin, who was Soviet deputy foreign minister in 1990, claimed in 1997
that “we were told during the German reunification process that NATO would
"2 Other former Soviet officials, including Mikhail Gorbachev, made
similar assertions in 1996-1997. Some Western analysts and former officials,
including Jack E Matlock, who was the U.S. ambassador to the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1990, endorsed this view, arguing that Gorbachev
received a “clear commitment that if Germany united, and stayed in NATO, the

not expand.

borders of NATO would not move eastward.” Pointing to comments recorded
by the journalists Michael Beschloss and Strobe Talbott, former U.S. defense
secretary Robert McNamara averred that “the United States pledged never to
expand NATO eastward if Moscow would agree to the unification of Germany.”
According to this view, “the Clinton administration reneged on that
commitment ... when it decided to expand NATO to Eastern Europe.”

These assertions were sharply challenged at the time by other observers,
including former U.S. policymakers who played a direct role in the German

reunification process. George H. W. Bush, Brent Scowcroft, and James A. Baker,
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who served as president, national security adviser, and secretary of state in 1990
respectively, all firmly denied that the topic of extending NATO membership to
former Warsaw Pact countries (other than East Germany) even came up during
the negotiations with Moscow on German reunification, much less that the
United States made a “pledge” not to pursue it.° In 1997, Philip Zelikow, who in
1990 was a senior official on the National Security Council (NSC) staff
responsible for German reunification issues, maintained that the United States
made no commitment at all about the future shape of NATO, apart from some
specific points about eastern Germany that were codified in the Treaty on the
Final Settlement with Respect to Germany signed in September 1990. “The
option of adding new members to NATO,” Zelikow wrote, was “not foreclosed
by the deal actually made in 1990.”7

The controversy surrounding this matter abated briefly after the initial round
of NATO enlargement in 1997-1999 that led to the admission of the Czech
Republic, Hungary, and Poland, but it flared up again in 2001-2002 when
NATO prepared to invite several more countries to join, including the three
Baltic states, which until August 1991 had been part of the USSR. In 2008, the
proposed admission into NATO of two other former Soviet republics (Georgia
and Ukraine) sparked a new flurry of allegations. In September 2008, Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov of Russia insisted that in the 1990s the United States had
“made a commitment not to expand NATO” and had “repeatedly broken this
commitment” in the years since.® Similar claims were made by some Western
analysts, who asserted that the United States “had promised the Russians that
NATO would not expand into the former Soviet empire.” Zelikow and other
former U.S. officials who played a direct role in the negotiations on German
reunification once again rebutted these statements and denied that any such
assurances were ever given.

Much of the controversy about this issue stems from a few conversations held in
the first half of February 1990, just after the collapse of Communist regimes in
Eastern Europe. The talks took place amidst unprecedented political maneuvering
in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), where parliamentary elections were
due to be held on March 18, 1990. Of particular relevance are the conversations
between Baker and Mikhail Gorbachev on February 9, 1990 and a conversation
between West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl and Gorbachev the following
day. Also of great importance are the talks between Kohl and Gorbachev in
Moscow and Stavropol in July 1990. Fortunately, with the passage of time, the
American, German, and Russian records from these as well as other talks and
meetings pertaining to German reunification have become available.!® Moreover,
nearly all of the major participants in the high-level diplomacy that led to German
reunification have written memoirs, which collectively enrich the declassified
records and fill in key gaps.'! Because many of the relevant documents were
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inaccessible until the past two to three years, most

of the earlier claims about what supposedly was T
‘ . . he recent
said during the 1990 negotiations were based on
tenuous or partial evidence, if any. The recent declassification of
declassification of crucial archival materials in crucial archival

Germany, Russia, the United States, and .
o materials finally

numerous other European countries finally

allows for clarification on the basis of contem- allows for

poraneous records. clarification.
The documents from all sides fully bear out

Zelikow’s argument and undermine the notion
that the United States or other Western countries
ever pledged not to expand NATO beyond Germany. The British, French, U.S.,
and West German governments did make certain commitments in 1990 about
NATO’s role in eastern Germany, commitments that are all laid out in the Final
Settlement with Respect to Germany, but no Western leader ever offered any
“pledge” or “commitment” or “categorical assurances” about NATO’s role vis-a-vis
the rest of the Warsaw Pact countries. Indeed, the issue never came up during the
negotiations on German reunification, and Soviet leaders at the time never
claimed that it did. Not until several years later, long after Germany had been
reunified and the USSR had dissolved, did former Soviet officials begin insisting
that the United States had made a formal commitment in 1990 not to bring any of
the former Warsaw Pact countries into NATO. These claims have sparked a wide
debate, but they are not accurate.

The Context of the February 1990 Negotiations

To understand the significance of the negotiations in early February 1990, we
need to take account of the context in which they occurred. In the few months
preceding the talks, the East European Communist regimes had collapsed in
rapid succession. Interim non-Communist governments had come to power in
Eastern Europe until full-fledged elections could be held later in 1990. A sense
of wonderment was still palpable in the region, though combined with a slight
unease.'? Officials in the new governments were beginning to realize just how
much the security environment in Eastern Europe had been changed. They still
assumed that the Warsaw Pact would survive (a sentiment that did not diminish
until later in the year), but they believed that the Pact would, at minimum, be
transformed from a military alliance into a predominantly political grouping for
arms control and other purposes. Many of them began to sense that a “security
vacuum” was emerging in Eastern Europe, a phrase that would be used
increasingly over the next year and a half. Officials in the region expected
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that the Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE) or some other

pan-European organization could help fill that

be)’Ohd German)’ vacuum. In subsequent months, some also hoped
never even came up that a sub-regional organization, especially the

during reunification

new Visegrad Group (initially comprising
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland) could

negotiations. eventually provide greater security for its

members.

One option that was definitely not yet under
consideration in any Warsaw Pact country was
the prospect of joining NATO. Even in Czechoslovakia and Hungary, where the
new governments in early 1990 were seeking to conclude agreements with
Moscow on the withdrawal of Soviet military forces from their territory, senior
officials for the time being were pinning all their hopes on the CSCE and a
transformed Warsaw Pact. In Poland, Prime Minister Tadeusz Mazowiecki and
other leading political figures across the spectrum were so alarmed about the
prospect of a reunified Germany that they publicly called for the Warsaw Pact to
be bolstered and for Soviet troops to remain indefinitely on Polish (and East
German) soil until the status of Germany and of the German-Polish border
could be resolved.” Not until February 20, 1990, nearly two weeks after the
Gorbachev-Baker and Gorbachev-Kohl talks, did any official or unofficial
observer in Eastern Europe even hesitantly bring up the option of forging closer
ties with NATO and “perhaps eventually being integrated into the
[organization’s] political councils.”*

These comments, by Foreign Minister Gyula Horn of Hungary, were widely
seen in Hungary and elsewhere as a ploy in the campaign for Hungary’s
parliamentary elections, scheduled for March 25. Horn was not calling for
the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact or for Hungary’s withdrawal from it. On the
contrary, he believed that Hungary should remain in a “politically transformed”
Warsaw Pact while seeking closer ties with NATO’s political consultative
committees. This approach, he suggested, would help foster “a pan-European
security organization,” a goal that was broadly similar to Gorbachev’s own
proclaimed objective for Europe. Furthermore, Horn’s comments were an
aberration and were not taken up by the Hungarian government or by any
other East European government. Nor did his idea win support from Western
leaders, who mostly ignored it or brushed it aside. U.S. Deputy Secretary of State
Lawrence Eagleburger, who happened to be in Hungary at the time to discuss
unrelated matters, downplayed the proposal as a “revolutionary” concept that

was not yet worth considering.'
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Most important of all, the fact that Horn gave his speech well after the
Gorbachev—Baker and Gorbachev—Kohl negotiations means that his remarks
could not possibly have influenced what was said during those talks. Not until
the late spring of 1990 did any East European official raise the question of
dissolving the Warsaw Pact (the newly elected Hungarian prime minister, J6zsef
Antall, was the first to do so), and not until the latter half of 1990 was the option
of pursuing membership in NATO mentioned even tentatively.'® Moreover,
even in 1991, when the East European countries’ overtures to the alliance
became more serious, the NATO governments tried their best to discourage East
European leaders from even broaching the topic.!” In the first several weeks of
1990, when the prevailing assumption in Eastern Europe was that the Warsaw
Pact would survive (if only to offset Germany), there was not yet any talk of
bringing Pact countries into NATO. That option, even if it had been proposed,
would have still seemed utterly fanciful, and in the first half of February it was
simply not on the agenda of any East European country.

Nor had the issue come up at all in Moscow, where senior officials were only
slowly beginning to grasp the magnitude of what had occurred in Eastern Europe.
The historian Vyacheslav Dashichev has rightly observed that “no one in the
Soviet Union, neither Gorbachev nor the ruling political elite nor the wider
Soviet society, was ready, either psychologically or conceptually, for the
fundamental turnaround that occurred” in the Eastern bloc.'® Gorbachev and
his advisers even initially hoped that they could benefit from what had just
happened. A leading adviser on Europe, Sergei Karaganov, expressed this view in

early 1990:

The changes in the German Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia, and Romania
have provided a potent push for perestroika ... They have strengthened its

irreversibility, and showed that there is no reasonable alternative to the
19

democratization of the political system and the marketization of the economy.
Unduly optimistic though this statement may seem in retrospect, it was an
accurate reflection of the still surprisingly upbeat mood in the Kremlin during
the first several weeks of 1990. Gorbachev himself made similar comments when
he met with ten senior foreign policy advisers on January 26, 1990 to discuss the
status of Germany. This was the first meeting of this kind that he had convened
since the momentous events of October-November 1989.%° In his opening
remarks, Gorbachev said that despite talk about German reunification, he
believed that the process could be dragged out “for at least several years,” and
that the USSR in the meantime could steer things to its own advantage, not
least by exploiting “the presence of our troops” in East Germany. He also was

convinced that Germany, if it did eventually unify, would be fully outside
NATO.
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Almost all of his advisers were equally optimistic. Foreign Minister Eduard
Shevardnadze believed that the USSR would not need to “get drawn into a
discussion of reunification.” The chairman of the State Security Committee
(KGB), Vladimir Kryuchkov, largely agreed with Shevardnadze, but said that in
the lead-up to the March 1990 parliamentary elections in the GDR, the USSR
should work with the recently formed Social Democratic Party (SPD) rather
than continuing to rely on the enervated Socialist Unity Party (SED, the
Communist party).21 Aleksandr Yakovlev, one of Gorbachev’s closest advisers,
concurred that the USSR should rely on the new SPD in East Germany, but he
believed that the SPD might be better off if it campaigned on a platform of unity,
provided that this was made conditional on the establishment of a neutral,
demilitarized Germany. Rafail’ Fedorov, the first deputy head of the
International Department of the Soviet Communist Party (CPSU) and one of
the leading Soviet experts on Germany, saw no need to deal with unification at
all because “according to my data, the people in West Germany do not want
unification now.” Any steps by the USSR that would encourage a united
Germany, he argued, would merely “play into the hands of the revanchist
forces.” This view was endorsed by Valentin Falin, another Germany expert and
the head of the CPSU International Department, who called for a more active
posture to maintain the GDR. Prime Minister Nikolai Ryzhkov disagreed,
arguing that it was “unrealistic” to believe that they could “preserve the GDR”
as a truly separate state. Even Ryzhkov, however, expected that a
“confederation” linking the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and the
GDR on an equal basis would be feasible, and that the USSR could “set the
terms” for this confederation, keeping it entirely out of NATO’s sphere. This
option, he stressed, would enable the Soviet Union to avoid “giving away
everything to Kohl.”

As the four-hour meeting drew to a close, Gorbachev made clear that he was
relatively upbeat about the USSR’s ability to attain a desirable outcome. He
argued that the Soviet government “must strive to win as much time as possible.
The main thing now is to drag out the process, regardless of what its final goal
might be.” To this end, he proposed that they work in concert with NATO
countries that were wary of German reunification. “France,” he said, “does not
want the unification [of Germany], and England is afraid of being relegated to
the back seat.” Gorbachev saw France and the United Kingdom as useful
partners in “restraining those who are in a big rush,” and he also was eager to
work closely with Poland and other “socialist countries,” reassuring them that
the USSR would uphold its commitments to its Warsaw Pact allies in preventing
any encroachments on borders. (It is telling that Gorbachev still regarded the
USSR’s allies as “socialist countries.”) Gorbachev was even buoyant about the
SED’s chances in the March parliamentary elections and was intent on sticking
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with the party. He emphasized that “it would be

wholly unreasonable to write off the SED” or to M
. ) e . uch of the
discount its role in “crystallizing a force on the
left.” Controversy stems
The records of the meeting shed valuable light from a few

on Gorbachev’s view of the situation in Eastern . .
Europe and Germany as he approached his talks conversations held in
with Baker, Kohl, and others in February 1990. the first half of
The Soviet leader was convinced that the February 1990.

Warsaw Pact would survive (and even thrive)

and that the USSR could use “the presence of its
troops in the GDR” to slow the pace of change in
Germany and to forestall any erosion of Soviet security interests. To the extent
that the question of NATO enlargement came up at all at the meeting, it pertained
only to Germany, and Gorbachev and the others emphasized that they would not
permit East Germany to be incorporated into NATO under any circumstances.
Neither Gorbachev nor any of his advisers even thought to bring up the question
of the expansion of NATO to other Warsaw Pact countries beyond East Germany.
This was simply not an issue at the time. Gorbachev was still fully confident that
the USSR would continue to “work with its allies” in the Warsaw Pact, and he
therefore did not yet even conceive of the possibility that they might someday
aspire to join NATO.

Four days after Gorbachev conferred with his advisers, he held talks in
Moscow with Prime Minister Hans Modrow of East Germany, who offered a
sobering appraisal of the situation in the GDR. Modrow told the Soviet leader
that pressure for “the forced unification of Germany” was increasing and that “a
growing portion of the GDR population no longer supports the idea of the
coexistence of two German states.”*” He warned Gorbachev that “unless we take
the initiative now, the process that has begun will continue to unfold in an
uncontrolled manner at a breakneck pace.” To help “slow down the process,” he
urged “the Soviet Union to reaffirm its legal rights in Germany together with the
three other powers. It would be worth reaching quick agreement on a partnership
among the four powers to stabilize the situation.” Although Modrow was hopeful
that at least some of the “euphoria about reunification” would subside after the
March elections, he believed that only a strong “alliance with the Soviet Union”
would enable the GDR to get through the crisis.

Gorbachev, in response, urged Modrow to “hang in there” and not to lose hope,
and he promised to speak urgently to Kohl about the importance of “adhering to a
far-sighted policy” and “avoiding any destabilization of Modrow’s government.”
Gorbachev also promised to take a more assertive role in demanding that events in
Germany be strictly regulated by the four powers. He expressed confidence that
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the East German government would be under less pressure after the March
elections. The GDR could then move at a more gradual pace toward a “treaty of
cooperation and friendship” with the FRG and “eventually a confederative
structure” of the two states. Gorbachev reassured Modrow that the Soviet Union
would “safeguard the interests of the GDR” and “preserve the GDR as a sovereign
state while preventing any interference in its internal affairs.” This outcome, he
said, was the “paramount goal” for the USSR, along with “ensuring the military
neutrality of the GDR and the FRG.”

The conversation with Modrow, like the meeting four days earlier between
Gorbachev and his advisers, underscored Gorbachev’s confidence about the
situation in Germany and about the USSR’s leverage on the German question as
he approached his talks with Baker and Kohl. Gorbachev still believed that he
could forestall the reunification of Germany and guide the process of change in a
direction favorable to the Soviet Union. He was optimistic that the GDR after
the March 1990 elections would be in a stronger position to resist unification.
Gorbachev’s optimism on this score proved wholly unfounded, but he obviously
did not know that at the time. The important thing here is to understand how
Gorbachev viewed the situation when he met with Baker and Kohl in early
February 1990. His confidence about the SED’s and SPD’s chances in the
parliamentary elections naturally influenced his conduct of the negotiations with
Baker and Kohl and the results he hoped to achieve. His outlook at the talks was
also shaped by his confidence that the Warsaw Pact would survive and by his
determination to ensure the “military neutrality of the GDR and FRG.”
Gorbachev’s view of the situation would have induced him to welcome a pledge
by Baker that NATO would not seek to extend its jurisdiction to eastern
Germany (thus allowing it to be neutral), but Gorbachev would not even have
contemplated seeking an assurance about NATO expansion beyond Germany
because in February 1990 that issue was not yet within his ken.

Also, Gorbachev was not yet under intense domestic pressure over this issue.
Although some initial criticism of Soviet policy in Eastern Europe was voiced
at the CPSU Central Committee plenum on February 5-7, 1990, the plenum
focused almost exclusively on domestic political matters, specifically Gorbachev’s
proposal to revoke Article 6 of the Soviet constitution, which for decades had
codified the CPSU’s unchallenged dominance in Soviet society.”” The
complaints expressed at the plenum about the demise of the Eastern bloc were
fragmentary, and most of them were mild compared to the much more scathing
criticism about this issue in subsequent months. Shevardnadze felt compelled to
respond to the criticism at the February plenum right away, but the scattered
complaints he encountered there were nothing compared to the fierce, sustained
attacks he came under in the spring and summer of 1990. Moreover, none of the
critics at the plenum even hinted at the possibility that the East European
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countries would seek to join NATO. For them, as
for Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, that issue was

NATO expansion

not yet of any relevance.

was simply not even an

The Gorbachev—Baker Talks issue in February 1990.

Before Baker arrived in Moscow for his talks with
Gorbachev, his negotiating leeway had been
circumscribed somewhat by Foreign Minister
Hans-Dietrich Genscher of West Germany, who in Tutzing at the end of
January 1990 gave a speech declaring that a united Germany would be a member
of NATO, but that NATO’s jurisdiction would not extend to the eastern part.”*
Genscher had not cleared his speech beforehand with Kohl or his aides, who
might have sought to modify the formulation if they had found out about it in
advance. But Genscher had acted because he was deeply worried at the time
about Moscow’s reaction to German reunification, and he hoped that this
anodyne formulation would defuse Soviet objections. Another possible motive,
in the view of many U.S. officials, was Genscher’s lack of enthusiasm for NATO.

Genscher and Baker discussed the issue when they met in Washington, D.C.
in early February, and Baker agreed to go along with the Tutzing formulation,
at least for the time being.”” At a joint press conference after their meeting,
Genscher said that he and Baker “were in full agreement that there is no
intention to extend the NATO area of defense and security toward the East,”
meaning eastern Germany. When asked by journalists what exactly this meant,
Genscher insisted that he was not talking about “a halfway membership [for a
united Germany] this way or that. What I said is there is no intention of
extending the NATO area to the East.”*® Baker was relieved that Genscher had
accepted that Germany would be a member of NATO, and so Baker was willing
to use a version of the Tutzing formulation when he traveled to Moscow. But he
also consistently emphasized that the issue would have to be definitively settled
in the “2+44” framework encompassing the FRG, the GDR, and the four
external powers (France, the United Kingdom, the United States, and the
USSR).

Baker arrived in Moscow on February 7, 1990 and met with Shevardnadze
that day and the next for preliminary talks. At the session on the second day,
Baker told the Soviet foreign minister that NATO would be transforming itself
into a more political organization and that the USSR and all other European
countries would be better off if a united Germany were firmly anchored in
NATO, which would act as a crucial check on German power‘27 Baker then said,
using Genscher’s formulation, that if Germany were included in NATO, the
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United States and its allies would guarantee “that NATO’s jurisdiction or forces
would not move eastward.” Later in the conversation, Baker repeated that if a
united Germany were securely rooted in NATO, the U.S. government could
guarantee that no NATO forces would ever be deployed on the territory of the
former GDR. Shevardnadze did not seem convinced that NATO membership for
a united Germany would be desirable, but Baker had set the stage for the line he
would pursue in his meeting with Gorbachev the next day.

The Soviet and U.S. records of the May 9 conversation between Baker and
Gorbachev are largely identical.?® According to the Soviet transcript, Baker told
Gorbachev that “we understand that it would be important not only for the
USSR but also for other European countries to have a guarantee that if the
United States maintains its military presence in Germany within the NATO
framework, there will be no extension of NATO’s jurisdiction or military
presence one inch to the East.” The U.S. memorandum of the conversation,
compiled by Baker’s aide Dennis Ross, contains very similar phrasing, quoting
Baker as saying that “there would be no extension of NATO’s jurisdiction or
NATO?’s forces one inch to the East.” Both documents also indicate that Baker
went on to say that “we believe that the consultations and discussions in the
framework of the ‘2+4’ mechanism must give a guarantee that the unification of
Germany does not lead to the extension of NATO’s military organization to the
East.” Toward the end of the conversation, Baker brought up the point again:

I want to ask you a question, which you don’t need to answer right now. Assuming
that unification will occur, would you prefer a united Germany outside NATO and
completely independent with no American troops [on its soil] or a united Germany
that maintains its ties with NATO, but with a guarantee that NATO’s jurisdiction
and forces will not extend to the East beyond the current line?*’

Gorbachev refrained from giving a direct response to Baker’s question but said
that he and his colleagues in Moscow would soon be “discussing all of these
matters in depth.” He then added that “of course it is clear that an expansion of
NATO’s zone [to the GDR] would be undesirable.” Baker replied: “We agree
with this.”

The phrasing of these passages and the context of the negotiations leave no
doubt that Baker and Gorbachev (and Baker and Shevardnadze the day before)
were talking about an extension of NATO into East Germany, and nothing
more. This portion of their discussion was entirely about the future of Germany,
including its relationship with NATO. At no point in the discussion did either
Baker or Gorbachev bring up the question of the possible extension of NATO
membership to other Warsaw Pact countries beyond Germany. Indeed, it never
would have occurred to them to raise an issue that was not on the agenda
anywhere—not in Washington, not in Moscow, and not in any other Warsaw
Pact or NATO capital. The concept Baker was advocating—NATO membership
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for a united Germany but no NATO “jurisdi-

ction” in eastern Germany—was impractical, as A )

. , . . t the time,
other U.S. officials almost immediately realized,
but that does not change the fact that the only Gorbachev still
“guarantee” he was offering pertained to eastern believed that he

Germany.
y could forestall the

U.S. Policy Reformulations and the reunification of

Gorbachev—Kohl Talks Germany.

Both Baker and Bush had kept in close touch
with Kohl before he held his own talks with
Gorbachev on February 10. Bush had sent Kohl a written message on February 9
affirming U.S. support for “the idea put forward that a component of a united
Germany’s membership in the Atlantic alliance could be a special military status
for what is now the territory of the GDR.”° For reasons discussed below, this
formulation was somewhat different from the phrasing Baker had used in his
talks with Shevardnadze and Gorbachev, but the basic idea was still that the
territory of East Germany would be treated differently from the rest of Germany
once the country was united within NATO. Bush also noted that Kohl would
“be hearing before your talks with Gorbachev about the details of Jim Baker’s
discussions with the Soviets on the future of Germany.” This was indeed the
case.

Shortly after Baker finished his own meeting with Gorbachev, he sent Kohl a
detailed summary of the portions of his talks with both Shevardnadze and
Gorbachev that dealt with Germany.’! Baker acknowledged that there was still
significant opposition in Moscow to German reunification and, even more, to
German membership in NATO. He quoted verbatim the question he had asked
Gorbachev about a united Germany’s status vis-a-vis NATO, including the
promise that Germany’s membership in NATO would be accompanied by
“assurances that NATO’s jurisdiction would not shift one inch eastward from its
present position” to the territory of the GDR. Baker quoted Gorbachev’s
response, including his statement that “certainly any extension of the zone of
NATO would be unacceptable.” Baker then indicated, in parentheses, the
inference he would draw from Gorbachev’s comments: “By implication, NATO
in its current zone might be acceptable.” This parenthetical remark indicates
that Baker still embraced the formulation devised by Genscher.

Other U.S. officials, however, had quickly grown skeptical about the
practicality of allowing NATO’s “jurisdiction” to extend to only part of a
member state of the alliance. Even a few State Department experts were doubtful
about this idea from the outset, arguing that “the plan sounds great on paper, but
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how do you actually get it implemented?”*?

Wh t Gorbach Some NSC staff officials were equally
2 orbachev skeptical.33 They persuaded Scowcroft and

cared about was NATO’s ultimately Bush that the references to

role in East Germany_ “jurisdiction” should be dropped and that the
operative phrase should be a “special military

status” for East Germany, with the details to be
worked out in the “2+4” framework. The
inclusion of the “special military status” wording in Bush’s missive to Kohl on
February 9 was therefore an important signal of a change in U.S. policy. The idea
was to make clear that the whole of a united Germany would be protected under
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty providing for collective defense, but that
the territory of East Germany would be treated in a special way in order to
overcome Soviet objections to Germany’s continued membership in NATO.
Kohl’s two rounds of talks with Gorbachev on February 10 lasted for more
than three hours and ranged widely over the future of Germany, including
its relationship with NATO. The Soviet and West German transcripts of the
discussions contain similar but not quite identical phrasing.’* According to the
Soviet transcript, Kohl at one point mentioned that “NATO must not expand
the sphere of its activity,” a vague formulation that did not elicit any reaction
from Gorbachev. The West German document renders Kohl’s comment as:
“Naturally, NATO must not extend its sphere to the territory of today’s GDR.”
Although the phrasing in the West German transcript is slightly more explicit in
referring to East Germany, the discrepancy is of negligible importance. Both
transcripts show that Gorbachev would have understood the comment to refer to
eastern Germany, and both indicate that he did not respond to the point at all.
Later in the conversation, Gorbachev made clear that he still did not approve
of the West German and U.S. proposals for German membership in NATO after
unification. He contended that “it would be foolish if one part of Germany
entered NATO and the other part entered the Warsaw Pact.” He went on to
suggest that a better approach would be to leave Germany outside both military
alliances. Gorbachev said he was aware that the West German government
“would not accept neutrality,” but he insisted that, under his own proposal,
Germany “would not be neutral” because it would still be a member of the
European Community. He argued that rather than being a “neutral” state,
Germany would be a “non-aligned” state. Kohl responded unenthusiastically,
and Gorbachev indicated that they would have to come up with “reasonable
solutions that would not poison the atmosphere in our relations.” Later on, Kohl
made one final brief reference to NATO, saying (according to the West German
transcript) that “in parallel with the unification process in Germany, it will be
necessary to search for mutually satisfactory solutions to the question of the
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alliances.” The Soviet transcript contains identical phrasing except at the very
end where, instead of “to the question of the alliances,” it says “in connection
with the existence of NATO and the Warsaw Pact.” The difference in the
wording is of no substantive importance.

These were the only times that the topic of NATO came up during
Gorbachev’s lengthy negotiations with Kohl. The declassified records from all
sides thus confirm that at no point, either in Baker’s discussions with Gorbachev
on February 9 or in Kohl’s talks with the Soviet leader the next day, was the
question of NATO enlargement beyond Germany ever discussed. Gorbachev did
not seek any assurances about this matter and certainly did not receive any. The
Soviet leader at this juncture was still firmly opposed to the inclusion of a united
Germany in NATO and was still pushing for de facto FRG neutrality. That is
where his efforts were focused. He was not yet even thinking about the
possibility that, at some point in the future, several of the other East European
countries might seek to join NATO.

NATO and the Settlement on Germany

Both Baker and Kohl had arranged with Gorbachev that the final settlement
regarding Germany, including the “special military status” of the GDR, would be
ironed out in the “2 +4” framework—a framework that was formally set up a few
days later when Baker and Shevardnadze met in Ottawa with Genscher and the
British, East German, and French foreign ministers.”” The shift to this format
meant that any items discussed at the bilateral meetings on February 9-10, 1990
would be superseded by the specific provisions hammered out in subsequent
weeks and months of negotiations. NATO was among the topics covered in the
later rounds of talks, but only in connection with Germany’s integration into the
alliance. Declassified records of the negotiations, along with many thousands of
pages of other relevant documents, confirm that at no point during the “2+4”
process did Gorbachev or any other Soviet official bring up the question of
NATO expansion to East European countries beyond East Germany. Certainly
no one in Moscow demanded or received an “assurance” that no additional
Warsaw Pact countries would ever be allowed to join the Western alliance. Nor
did anyone seek to link German reunification with this issue.

After the revision of U.S. policy on February 9, the U.S. government
maintained a consistent position that the whole of Germany should be a full
member of NATO (a member fully covered by Article 5 of the North Atlantic
Treaty) but that the territory of eastern Germany should be accorded a “special
military status.” When Bush met with Kohl at Camp David on February 24-25,
he persuaded the West German chancellor to adopt the same position.’® The
formulation they used at their joint press conference after the talks had been
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presaged in Bush’s dispatch to Kohl on February 9 and it remained the basic West
German and U.S. stance in all future negotiations with Soviet officials on the
German question:

We share a common belief that a unified Germany should remain a full member of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, including participation in its military
structure. We agreed that U.S. military forces should remain stationed in the united
Germany and elsewhere in Europe as a continuing guarantor of stability. The
Chancellor and [ are also in agreement that, in a unified state, the former territory of
the GDR should have a special military status, that it [sic] would take into account

the legitimate security interests of all interested countries, including those of the

Soviet Union.>”

The two leaders were determined to adhere to this position and were privately
confident that they could eventually induce Gorbachev to accept it in return for
large-scale financial support, a supposition that proved to be correct. They never
believed, or had any reason to believe, that part of the deal would have to be an
assurance that their governments would not someday bring other former
East-bloc countries into NATO.

Gorbachev held out for nearly four more months. His willingness to yield on
any of the disputed points was curtailed in the spring of 1990 not only by his
personal inhibitions but also by the increasingly bitter complaints he and
Shevardnadze were encountering at home about the demise of Communism in

3

Eastern Europe and the trends in Germany that seemed to be “vitiating the
Soviet Union’s sacrifices in the Second World War.”*® Even as the
recriminations intensified, however, events on the ground were steadily
diminishing the USSR’s leverage. The decisive victory of conservative parties
in the GDR’s elections on March 18 greatly magnified the pace of reunification
within Germany, regardless of whether outside parties were ready for it. Officials
in the Soviet Foreign Ministry and in the CPSU continued to take a firm stance
against German reunification and NATO membership. But one of Gorbachev’s
closest advisers, Anatolii Chernyaev, had concluded by early May 1990 that
“it is perfectly obvious that Germany is going to be in NATO. There is simply no
realistic way for us to prevent this. It is inevitable.”*’

Gorbachev deflected Chernyaev’s advice and persevered for several more
weeks with his attempts to prevent German membership in NATO.* Hard-line
Soviet officials and military officers who were alarmed by the disintegration of
the Warsaw Pact continued to accuse Shevardnadze and Aleksandr Yakovlev
(and implicitly Gorbachev) of having “betrayed the cause of socialism and
undermined the vital interests of the Soviet Union.”*! None of this, however,
caused Gorbachev to seek a guarantee from NATO governments that they would
not extend the alliance to other East European countries after Germany was

reunified. What Gorbachev cared about was NATO’s role in East Germany.

THE WASHINGTON QQUARTERLY m APRIL 2009




The Myth of a No-NATO-Enlargement Pledge to Russia |

A modicum of progress on Germany was
achieved when Gorbachev and several key aides D )
held a summit meeting with Bush, Baker, and eclassified
others in Washington, D.C. in late May and early materials show
June 1990, but the real turnaround came during unmistakably that no
Gorbachev’s discussions with Kohl in Moscow and
Stavropol’ Krai in mid-July, when the Soviet such pledge was made.

leader finally made the crucial concessions on

Germany’s full membership in NATO.** The

results of those talks paved the way for the September 1990 signature of the
Treaty on the Final Settlement with Respect to Germany. Article 5 of the treaty
defined the “special military status” of the territory of eastern Germany by
stipulating that no foreign troops other than those of the USSR’s Western Group
of Forces and no soldiers from German units assigned to NATO would
be deployed on the territory of the former GDR until all Soviet forces were
pulled out of Germany in 1994. Article 5 also stipulated that after the
Soviet withdrawals were completed, the only soldiers ordinarily permitted in
eastern Germany would be from German units, including units assigned to
NATO.

These restrictions settled the matter once and for all. Gorbachev and
Shevardnadze had made sure that the treaty text would contain specific
provisions fulfilling what they had been promised over the previous several
months, namely that when the whole of Germany was integrated into NATO,
the territory of the former GDR would be accorded a “special military status.”
They did not even contemplate seeking a provision that would bar any
other Warsaw Pact countries from eventually pursuing membership in
NATO. The issue of NATO enlargement had never been raised during the
negotiations on German reunification, except in connection with eastern
Germany. Hence, it is not surprising that nothing about this matter was
included in the treaty.

No Pledge Then ... or Now

In 1998, the British analyst Michael MccGwire wrote an article strongly
opposing NATO’s decision in 1997 to invite the Czech Republic, Hungary,
and Poland to join the alliance. MccGwire claimed that “in 1990 Mikhail
Gorbachev was given top-level assurances that the West would not enlarge
NATO, ensuring a non-aligned buffer zone between NATQO’s eastern border
and Russia.” The U.S.-led decision to expand the alliance, MccGwire argued,
“violates the bargain struck in 1990 allowing a united Germany to be part of
NATO.” His article was republished a decade later in another journal, whose
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editors hoped that it would help readers understand Russia’s invasion of the
former Soviet republic of Georgia in August 2008.** That invasion, the
argument went, was designed not only to thwart Georgia’s bid for NATO
membership, but also to exact revenge against NATO itself for having
violated the “top-level assurances” that were supposedly given in 1990 to
Gorbachev.

When MccGwire originally published his article in 1998, most of the records
pertaining to the negotiations on the “external” aspects of German reunification
were not yet accessible. But by the time his article was republished, those records
had finally been released. The declassified evidence undermines MccGwire’s
contention that “top-level assurances” were provided to Gorbachev in 1990
“ensuring a non-aligned buffer zone between NATO’s eastern border and
Russia.” No such assurances were ever given or sought. Gorbachev did for a long
while seek assurances that Germany would be kept out of NATO, but he failed
to receive them. The West German and U.S. governments stuck by their
position that Germany should be a full member of NATO and the Soviet leader
ultimately backed down on the issue.

Gorbachev did receive numerous assurances during the “2+4" process that
helped to sweeten the deal for him, but none of these had anything to do with
the enlargement of NATO beyond Germany. Baker brought a nine-point
package of “assurances” (or “incentives”) with him to Moscow for talks with
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze on May 16-19, 1990. The nine points included: 1)
a commitment to hold talks on sharper cuts in conventional force levels in
Europe; 2) a proposal to start talks to reduce short-range nuclear weapons; 3) a
reaffirmation by German leaders that Germany would not possess or produce
nuclear, chemical, or biological weapons; 4) a pledge to eschew any NATO
deployments in eastern Germany during a specified transition period; 5) the
granting of a respectable transition period for the withdrawal of all Soviet troops
from German territory; 6) a commitment to reconstitute NATO to “take into
account the changes that had occurred in Europe”; 7) a promise to resolve any
questions about Germany’s borders before unification; 8) a commitment to
enhance the role of the CSCE; and 9) encouragement of “a satisfactory
treatment of the USSR’s economic ties with Germany.”* Each of these
assurances had already been provided individually to the Soviet Union, but, as
Baker later explained: “By wrapping them up in a package and calling them
‘nine assurances,” we greatly enhanced their political effect.”*® The deputy
national security adviser, Robert Gates, later recalled that “‘inducements’ and
‘incentives’ were nice diplomatic words,” but “in truth we were trying to bribe
the Soviets out of Germany.”*’ No one ever thought that a pledge about NATO

expansion would be any part of this.
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Instead, the two main assurances offered to
Moscow concerned the “special military status”
of the territory of the former GDR and the large
amounts of funding that would be transferred be made against
from the FRG to the Soviet Union, ostensibly to NATO enlargement,

Valid arguments can

offset the “costs” of German unification for the hi icul
USSR, including the expenses of Soviet troop but this particular one
withdrawals. The former assurance was codified is spurious.

in Article 5 of the Treaty on the Final

Settlement with Respect to Germany, signed
in September 1990. Assurances about German economic assistance were laid out
in four bilateral documents signed shortly after unification: the Agreement on
Some Transitional Measures signed on October 9, 1990; the Treaty on the
Conditions of the Limited Stay and the Modalities of the Planned Withdrawal of
Soviet Troops from the Territory of the Federal Republic of Germany signed on
October 12, 1990; the Treaty on Friendship, Partnership, and Cooperation
signed on November 9, 1990; and the Treaty on the Development of
Comprehensive Cooperation in the Fields of Economics, Industry, Science,
and Technology, also signed on November 9, 1990. Onerous though these
economic obligations became, the German government made good on all of
them.*®

The aim here has not been to judge, one way or the other, whether the
enlargement of NATO was, or is, wise. That issue has been explored in great
depth elsewhere. The purpose here has simply been to determine whether
Russian and Western observers and officials are justified in arguing that the U.S.
government, and perhaps some of the other NATO governments, made a
“pledge” to Gorbachev in 1990 that if the USSR consented to Germany’s full
membership in NATO after unification, the alliance would not expand to
include any other East European countries. Declassified materials show
unmistakably that no such pledge was made. Valid arguments can be made
against NATO enlargement, but this particular argument is spurious.
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