91/051.   Statement concerning the Baltic Republics
Date of issue: 20 February 1991 
Place of issue: Strasbourg
Country of Presidency: Luxembourg

Status of document: Statement in European Parliament

Mr Wohlfart, President-in-Office of the Council: Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, during Question Time last night I stated that the Presidency of the Council would report to the House on the outcome of the Troika meetings held in Moscow last week-end and also to acquaint you with the Soviet Union's reply to questions on human rights as provided for under the Charter of Paris.
When the President of the Council, Mr Jacques Poos, addressed this House a month ago, none of us had yet recovered from the shock produced by the events in Vilnius and Riga. Since then, a relative calm has reigned in the Baltic countries and the weapons have remained silent. Developments have taken place in the meantime, and I shall now try to inform you about the steps taken by the Ministerial Troika, which went to Moscow on 16 February.
It was in fact in this House that the process leading to the despatch of the Troika to Moscow was launched. It was here on 21 January that Vice-President Andriessen announced the postponement of the joint committee meeting due to have taken place on 24 and 25 January in Brussels. That step was confirmed the following day by the political directors at their extraordinary meeting. 

From that moment on, the Community and its Member States adopted a dual approach with regard to the Soviet Union. On the one hand, it was clear that cooperation with the Community could not proceed oblivious of events in the USSR, and in the Baltic countries in particular. The postponement of the joint committee meeting and the consequent slowing down of the implementation of the Council's decisions 
were necessary pending concrete signs of improvement or clarification of the situation. On the other hand, the commitments entered into under the CSCE required the Community and its Member States to display a more committed attitude.
Accordingly, making use of the mechanisms provided for by the humanitarian section of the Helsinki Accords, the Twelve requested the Soviet authorities to provide information on those responsible for the tragic incidents in question. The Soviet Union has now responded to that request for information in the form of a memorandum, which I shall now take the liberty of reading out to you.
The position of the Soviet leadership on the events that have occurred in Lithuania and Latvia, including its political assessment of what happened and the programme for overcoming the crisis in the Baltic region, is set out in the statement by the President of the Soviet Union, Mr Gorbachev, of 22 January 1991. This position refers to the reestablishment of peace and stability, to respect for the law by everyone without exception and to the unacceptability of all forms of recourse to force.
It also reffers to the guarantee of human rights and fundamental freedoms and to a constructive dialogue between all the political forces involved. The Soviet Union will do whatever is necessary in order to meet its international commitments, including those relating to human rights, throughout its territory. On 28 and 29 January, within the framework of the CSCE process, the Soviet Union's representatives on the Committee of Senior Officials at the CSCE meeting in Vienna gave the appropriate explanations. In accordance with the law, criminal investigations have opened into the causes of the tragic events in Vilnius and Riga. All the circumstances connected with the use of firearms are being carefully investigated and will be considered in accordance with the law. Those responsible for what happened will be punished. At the same time an investigation is being carried out by a special parliamentary committee of the Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union. A series of measures taken by the Soviet leadership should contribute to the settlement of the complex situation in the Baltic Republics.
The Federation Council, consisting of senior representatives of all the republics in the Soviet Union, has confirmed the inadmissibility of recourse to the use of armed force in order to solve political issues and also the need to remove the causes of the conflict and to restore constitutional order. Negotiating machinery has been created with a view to examining the whole complex of political, social and economic questions with Latvia, Lithuania and Estonia. This machinery will function on a permanent basis. The President of the Soviet Union has instructed the delegations of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics to conduct these negotiations. The Federation Council has also proposed a series of urgent measures to resolve the political and constitutional crisis, such as the setting up of a conciliation committee from among the various political and social groups, the organization of a round table with the participation of all the parties concerned, as well as the creation of a mechanism for the meticulous legal and impartial appraisal of the laws adopted in the Baltic Republics as regards their compliance with the provisions of the constitutions of the Soviet Union, the Socialist Republic of Lithuania, the Socialist Republic of Latvia and the Socialist Republic of Estonia, particularly in regard to unqualified respect for human rights.
President Gorbachev, the Supreme Soviet and the Government of the Soviet Union are concentrating their attention on the development of the situation in the Baltic Republics, are doing their best to prevent an escalation of the confrontations and to normalize the situation, secure civil harmony in the Baltic Republics and work out political decisions acceptable to both sides.
Mr President, this reply is at present being studied by the appropriate bodies in the Community, but its very existence seems to me to indicate on the part of the Soviets a desire to provide reassurance.
As well as taking this formal step, the Twelve informed the Soviet authorities of their desire to reopen the political dialogue. In fact, since the resignation of Mr Schevardnadze there had been no high-level contacts between the Soviet Union and the Community. And how do we make the Soviet authorities understand our point of view if we do not have the opportunity to explain it in direct talks? Certainly, this course involved risks. It seemed to us that the achievements of perestroika, 
and of the CSCE, ought to be referred to precisely at this difficult time. The invitation of the Troika coincided with the redeployment of diplomatic activity in Moscow. Whilst the conflict in the Gulf figured in the talks in which the three Ministers took part, it is nevertheless significant that virtually all of the two hours of talks with Mr Gorbachev were devoted to the Baltic question. Mr Gorbachev's message was direct and frank: there was no alternative to perestroika, it was purely a question of time. The pace of the reforms depended to a large extent on the Baltic question. 
In Mr Gorbachev's view, the Twelve had reacted without awaiting the outcome of the inquiry he had ordered and to which I have already referred. He believed that this attitude stemmed from a lack of confidence which was inconsistent with the commitments entered into in Paris. It was also contrary to the interests of Europe as a whole. The case of the Baltic countries could be settled within two limitations, namely maintenance of the Union and the order produced by the Second World War. According to the President, any other approach was in conflict with the Soviet constitution and represented a violation of CSCE principles, of its territorial integrity and of the inviolability of its frontiers. President Gorbachev therefore refused to give the Baltic countries special treatment and proposed an exclusive method, namely to resolve the Baltic problem in accordance with the procedure provided for in the Soviet constitution. To this approach be added a series of practical considerations. The fate of the national minorities  in the three republics could not be settled within the space of two years. The various communities therefore had to understand that they still had to live together for some time. But what Mr Gorbachev feared above all was the effect that the departure of the Baltic countries could have on the other republics in the Soviet Union. The prospect of the Lebanization of the Soviet Union could not be an acceptable one for Europe and it is with that apocalyptic vision in mind that the President appealed for cooperation. In the words of President Gorbachev, one could not always move in a straight line. Sometimes the road ahead contained twists and turns. That was not, however,  a reason to turn one's back in the space of twenty-four hours on the achievements of perestroika and the CSCE consensus.
Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, I have submitted this information to you raw, without attempting to evaluate it. We are all aware of the complexity of the situation in the Soviet Union and in particular in the Baltic countries. When he set up, with the aid of his most highly qualified collaborators, a committee to inquire into the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact, Mr Gorbachev was no doubt aware of the legitimate hopes that this step would awaken among the Baltic nations. Nevertheless, the acknowledgement of the wrongdoings of totalitarianism, the restoration of suppressed memories, the rediscovery of a people whose fate had been denied, however praiseworthy all this might be, is not sufficient to cancel out the heritage of the past. An act of independence undoubtedly helps to relieve these countries' feeling of oppression, but this symbolic emancipation will not automatically liberate them from the after-effects of totalitarianism. These can only be overcome through a concerted effort by the parties concerned. On 4 February the Community and its Member States welcomed the holding of referenda in the Baltic Republics as a contribution to the dialogue between these republics and the central authorities. 
What will happen in Estonia and Latvia, which plan to hold plebiscites on 3 March? The central authorities are for the moment sticking to their intention to hold a referendum throughout the Soviet Union on 17 March. Relations between the republics and the centre are at the heart of the debate now provoked by these plans. But however animated the debate may be, it does testify to a

desire for a dialogue. It seems to me that the Community and its Member States cannot encourage the Baltic countries to depart from the path of dialogue, I am also convinced that we must support them in asserting their legitimate aspirations in the course of no doubt difficult negotiations with the Soviet authorities. 
The attitude of the Community must therefore be cautious and vigilant but cooperative, showing concern for human rights, for the CSCE commitments and, above all, encouraging dialogue between communities which totalitarianism reduced to intolerable situations, in which the notion of society has been lost. 

Mr President, ladies and gentlemen, to restore to the Baltic countries the right to build a free, open and independent society also means to encourage them to assure their future through effective negotiations.
