SPEECH TO THE COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS BY ALAN DONNELLY, RAPPORTEUR ON GERMAN UNIFICATION AND FORMER LEADER OF THE BRITISH LABOUR PARTY IN THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ON THE 20TH ANIVERSARY OF GERMAN UNIFICATION.

Mr President, thank you for the kind invitation to address the Committee of the Regions today. It is a great honour to be able to participate in today’s celebration of 20 years of German and European Unification.
Ladies and Gentlemen: In those weeks after the initial euphoria and celebration following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the people and the politicians both inside Germany and within the European Community began to consider the opportunities and the challenges that this unforeseen development presented to our continent.

What was clear within the European Institutions was that the European Community, which as you know had been created 32 years earlier in order to bring peace and economic stability to Europe had to move decisively and speedily to ensure that the new freedoms sweeping across East Germany and Central and Eastern Europe were consolidated, starting of course with the Unification of Germany.
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To the credit of Chancellor Kohl and the other political leaders in Germany, they immediately declared that the unification of Germany had to be achieved in a European context -  it was not for them merely a German – German matter – and of course in reality, that had to be the case, since unification was an ipso facto accession of a third country to the Community.

Because of the impact of unification on almost every European Community policy area, from state aids to fisheries, rather than follow the normal parliamentary procedure the European Parliament created a high level temporary committee to manage the whole legislative process. 

Mr President , I was born in 1957, the same year that the Treaty of Rome was signed, and so in 1990 as a young parliamentarian it was a significant responsibility and of course an incredible honour to be chosen as the parliament’s rapporteur.

I knew that if the parliament failed to demonstrate that is was up to the job of facilitating unification, then it would have serious implications - not only for German Unification - but for the reputation of the parliament itself, as the democratic voice of Europe’s citizens.
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The committee formally began its work in March 1990. 
The membership included two former presidents of the parliament, two former foreign ministers from France and Spain and several former ambassadors.
What still remains unique about those months of frenetic activity was the unparalleled levels of co-operation between the parliament, commission, council and the German Government – we all knew that we were responsible for what would be remembered as a pivotal moment in European history. 

And we knew that if we succeeded with a smooth process, then other important European projects that lay ahead– such as European economic and monetary union and systematic enlargement to the east could be more easily be achieved.
The President of the commission Jacques Delors, for whom I have the highest regard, made it clear to me that he was personally available at any time to help, and we frequently took him up on his offer !
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Pascal Lamy his head of cabinet, and now the Head of the WTO, assembled a multi disciplinary group of senior civil servants to work full time on this, as did the European Parliament, to ensure that every aspect of the process was properly addressed.
My most trusted adviser throughout this time was another young man from the socialist group in the European parliament – your Secretary General Gerhard Stahl – who played a very significant role in establishing the Parliaments strategy,

– indeed we virtually lived together for six months while we completed the legislative texts and resolutions.
But for me, while the institutional process was critical, the human aspects of unification were of paramount importance. Here we had 15 million people who had lived under a command economy with no democratic rights, suddenly facing what was clearly going to be an unavoidably dramatic and at times painful series of changes to every aspect of their lives. 
Whether you were a farmer in rural East Germany or an industrial worker living in a city, life would change forever.
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Where in the past the State controlled almost every aspect of work and family life, suddenly families had new rights and new responsibilities.
And of course very much at the forefront of the minds of many East German people that we met - and to be honest it wasn’t far from my own thoughts, was the question, no matter how unlikely, of whether the Soviet Union might not suddenly have a change of leadership and/or a change of heart, and try to prevent unification being completed. 
In fact Gerhard and I often discussed what would happen if the East German Parliament suddenly got so nervous about this issue that it voted for an immediate unification with the West, before the legal preparations had been completed.
The West German constitution had always made provision, such that if the GDR ever chose unification it would occur forthwith.
And so I met regularly with leaders from the interim East German Parliament, the trades unions the churches and the local councils, to up-date them and re-assure them that the Europe Community was
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an active third partner in this process along with East and West Germany.
Our unification committee made many visits to the former GDR to see for ourselves the scale of the economic, social and environmental challenges that lay ahead, which were clearly going to be substantial –
I recall on our first visit to East Berlin to meet the new interim government we had to pass through the border crossing at Check Point Charlie.

We arrived and presented our European parliamentary passports to the East German guards, who at first turned us away saying that they did not recognise the documents. 
At this point one of our advisers politely explained that we had a meeting with the new East German finance minister Walter Romberg, and could the guard please ring the ministry to explain why we could not make the appointment, 

There were several moments of tense silence while the senior guard reflected – and then coming to terms with his own frustration over his loss of power - He waved us through. 
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Walter Romberg became one of the East German observers to the European parliament, but as finance minister he had to work with his counter-part in the west to create the monetary union between the two countries in July 1990.

 The rate was fixed at one Ostmark for one DMark.
 We in the European Parliament had strongly argued for this in the months leading up to the decision, but we recognised the impact this would have on German Monetary policy would be very serious.
It was a courageous decision by the German Chancellor who told our committee later, that while it would involve a huge cost for West Germany, anything less would have undermined support for unification in the new Länder in these first few crucial months.

But Mr President, who in July 1990 would have really believed that having changed their currency to DMarks, those same people from the former GDR would be changing their currency again in less than ten years – but this time for the Euro?
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On many other fact finding visits – it became clear to us that many enterprises we visited were antiquated and had suffered from years of under investment,
But on the positive side, what was also clear was that the men and women who worked in these enterprises had valuable skills that could be upgraded and used in new or modernised plant in the future.
The question for us was how could Europe help these workers during this difficult period of transition ? 

The Parliament called for financial support from the European Community to be offered urgently to the new German Länder through the structural funds to help finance this restructuring and retraining.
Having re-read my reports of 20 years ago, I should stress, none of our reports understated how difficult it was going to be for millions of families in the East who would almost certainly be faced with short time working and unemployment, and we urged the German Government to take account of
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the social consequences of this incredibly fast process of change and restructuring as they implemented their own programmes.
At times for example the Privatisation process was brutal -  it was controversial -  but the Parliament concluded that it was unavoidable as the old command economy began to be transformed and new investments were made which provided the much needed jobs and economic security.
President – not all of Europe were so welcoming of German Unification -

During these months leading up to formal unification in October 1990 some western politicians were, as we now know, expressing private reservations about German unification, including Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher – fearful of a powerful, unified Germany.

These views were in stark contrast to those held by another leading women politician – Simone Veil. A remarkable person who had been President of the European Parliament, and a leading figure in French politics.
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As you may know, Madame Veil survived the Nazi death camps of the second world war.
She was a prominent member of the committee on German Unification and on a visit to the Rathaus in Berlin to meet politicians from East and West Berlin, I recall the discussion turning to this view that a unified Germany might pose a threat to its neighbours at some future time.

Simone Veil who had sat quietly asked to speak at this point, and with her typical clarity and elegance said:
‘Since I don’t fear this process, and indeed since I enthusiastically support the re-unification of Germany, as a crucial step that will lead to the unification of Europe, I can see no grounds for anyone else in Europe to be remotely troubled’.

As you might imagine, there was spontaneous applause and the subject was never raised again. 

Madame Veil explained to me later that she totally believed that German Unification and enlargement of the Community to the East was something to be embraced as a huge opportunity for western Europe -  from which everyone could benefit.
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The European Parliament completed its complex work of legislative texts, derogations and opt-outs, and voted through all of the necessary legislation less than seven months after having started. 
In fact, Mr President, we concluded our work more rapidly than the German Bundestag. Which in itself was an important signal to the people of the former GDR of how important the Europe Community viewed this matter.
Now looking back, were mistakes made? Well, I am sure our work was by no means perfect – remember, the European Parliaments powers were more limited in those days.

But did we significantly influence the outcome for the better – there is no doubt we did.

Even with the limited legislative powers of 1990, we were able to use our powers cleverly to extract significant improvements both from the German Government and the European Commission, which I believe served the ECs newest citizens well.
In conclusion let me say that when I now travel to Berlin or Budapest or Prague to do business and when today I look around this chamber, and see the regions, cities and countries represented, then I feel  just a little pride that as a young parliamentarian I was able to play some small part together with my European Parliament colleagues in securing that first essential step on the road to achieving this stable, mature and peaceful European Union of 500 million people –
But this commemoration today is not a celebration of institutional success –for me it is first and foremost a celebration of human determination, of human tenacity, of human courage to have lived under such brutal dictatorship for so long and emerged victorious.
And regardless of what the euro-sceptics might say  about the EU Mr President the developments of the last 20 years have been an extraordinary human success story. 
Thank you 
ENDS

