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Leaders of East and West Germany, Erich Honecker and Helmut Schmidt, in conversation during 
the Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe in Helsinki, 1975.



4

In 1972 the Finnish government decided 
that Finland would take the bold step of 
convening an informal group of Helsinki-

based European and American ambassa-
dors to discuss the possibility of convening 
a conference to address issues of European 
security and cooperation. Much preparatory 
work had been done since 1969. Ambassador 
Ralph Enckell, one of the most senior and ex-
perienced Finnish diplomats, had met with 
high representatives of all European and 
North American countries in order to explore 
the possibility of convening such a security 
conference.

A small team of Finnish diplomats was 
formed to keep in touch with Finnish em-
bassies around Europe and North America, 
charged with the task of gathering informa-
tion and impressions about how Finland’s 
offer to play host to a preparatory meeting 
for European security would be considered. 

In actual fact, the phrase ‘preparatory 
meeting’ was banned, as it could have preju-
diced the whole issue of whether or not to 
hold a conference. Finland was mindful of 
the fact that the first initiative had, after all, 
previously been made by the Soviet Union 
and hence, amid the Cold War atmosphere, it 
had been a non-starter. So there was talk of 
inviting the ambassadors to a very informal 
‘tea party’ instead. 

It did not take long to discover that ‘tea 
party’ was, in fact, a modest misnomer. The 
gathering was to take the form of political 
negotiations conducted in high gear. They 
lasted from November 1972 until the sum-
mer of 1973, and a few weeks later the for-
eign ministers of the 35 participating states 
launched the conference proper. The second 
phase – the working phase – took place in 
Geneva and lasted from autumn 1973 until 
summer 1975.

A broad context of security

Many of the processes that have a decisive 
impact on the developments of our time 
have their roots in the past. Thus contem-
porary politics is largely little more than an 
outgrowth of the past. That may sound like 
an overstatement – and perhaps it is in some 
contexts – but in the context of international 

relations it seems to come very close to the 
truth – remembering, of course, that in in-
ternational relations there are many com-
peting and conflicting truths.

The OSCE of today has too long a his-
tory to be recapitulated in the context of this 
paper. Hence, the aim is merely to highlight 
some of the various phases or events which 
will help us to understand where we are to-
day.

A good starting good point would be the 
countries invited to take part and which were 
represented at the planned Conference on 
Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE).1  
All European countries were stakeholders, of 
course, but the formulation that was used, 
‘nations responsible for security in Europe’, 
defined the geographic content of the entire 
project. That, of course, embraced the United 
States, Canada and the Soviet Union, regard-
less of the fact that much of its territory was 
beyond continental Europe. 

A second point was the fact that – as cor-
rectly pointed out in the Report Helsinki +40: 
Building the OSCE of the Future – the security 
of nations was seen in a broader context than 
what had thus far been customary. It was not 
just about the external security of states, in-
terstate relations and military threats. It was 
also about the economic, environmental and 
human aspects of security. The security of 
states was no longer seen as a matter isolated 
from the security of their citizens. That was a 
key aspect of the whole project.

Today, this thinking, often called com-
prehensive security, seems to be self-evi-
dent. But it has not always been so. As a mat-
ter of fact, some of the first serious battles in 
the preparatory phase or during the winter 
of 1972–73 were about this very issue. The 
group of socialist countries was adamantly 
opposed to the idea of including issues of hu-
man security, which subsequently came to 
be known as items of Basket III. 

1 The Conference on Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (CSCE) was renamed the Organization 
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) 
in 1995, to reflect the institutional development 
from a process to a body of permanent 
structures, active institutions and mechanisms, 
including ways to monitor its norms and 
commitments.
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They argued that these matters had no 
place on the agenda of a conference which 
was about state security. Issues related to the 
security of their citizens were the responsi-
bility of the states themselves and, as such, 
domestic affairs. The entire question of what 
is to be seen as an internal affair and what be-
longs to the category of comprehensive secu-
rity was part of the negotiating process from 
the beginning to the end. It sometimes still is.

Neutrality in the midst of bloc politics

When reading the report about the OSCE 
Helsinki+40 process, I also notice that the 
question of how decisions were to be made 
– by consensus or, in some cases, by consen-
sus minus one or two, rings a familiar bell. It 
was thought from the very beginning of the 
preparatory talks – which were never called 
by that name – that it would be impossible to 
treat sensitive political subjects in any other 
way but by consensus. The rule of consen-
sus – or tacit acceptance of the proposals – 
was an expression of the sovereignty of the 
participating states. We were not discussing 
anything that might even to a small degree 
impinge upon the sovereignty of the partici-
pating states.It was also agreed that military 
alliances must have no role in the talks. What 
may have happened in real life was another 
matter. As we all know, much – very much 
– happens outside the official meeting halls 
and although those talks may be decisive 
they are often held off the record.

So consensus was the basic rule. The only 
time – as I recall – that the issue of departing 
from the principle of consensus was seriously 
discussed was during the conference of the 
foreign ministers, or stage one of the CSCE 
in July 1973. The issue was that the Maltese 
delegation was adamant – defying all appeals 
– on the question of granting the Mediterra-
nean nations an opportunity to be heard.

‘Why can’t we have a consensus minus 
one?’ exclaimed the Soviet Foreign Minister, 
Andrei Gromyko. Ultimately, it was possi-
ble to convince Maltese Prime Minister Dom 
Mintoff to drop the issue. But that was a mo-
ment when the very idea – contradicting the 
agreed rules of procedure – was raised in a 
serious context.

Here we are, of course, in the midst of 
the essence of the CSCE concept. It was not 
– and was never intended to be – a suprana-
tional body. It was never thought of as a body 
which could agree on legally binding norms 
or regulations. Sovereignty was not to be 
touched upon – that was at the heart of the 
thinking. 

During the almost three years that the 
process lasted – including the Helsinki Tea 
Party – it was obvious that, recalling the 
substantial differences in the politics of the 
participants, different things had differing 
importance for the participants. For exam-
ple, Romania, while being a socialist country 
by its own definition, wanted to show that 
it had an identity separate from the Soviet-
controlled bloc. 

The Federal Republic of Germany, on 
the other hand, was intent upon ensuring 
that nothing at the Conference would hinder 
the possibility – remote, to be sure, but still 
a possibility – of German reunification. And 
of course the Soviet Union had, as one of its 
main goals, recognition of the European in-
terstate borders as they were at the time of 
the conference.

Although the conference did not recog-
nize any role for military alliances, they were 
a fact that hovered in the background, and 
which had an indirect influence upon their 
members. The European common foreign 
policy did not yet exist, but the members of 
the European Community nonetheless coor-
dinated their positions in the framework of 
political cooperation. Perhaps it is no exag-
geration to say that the roots of a European 
Union common foreign policy are to be found 
in the CSCE process. And as far as the bloc of 
Warsaw Pact countries was concerned, the 
Soviet Union carried out the coordination on 
their behalf.

A number of participating states defined 
their policy as neutrality or non-alliance.  
During the preparatory discussions, Aus-
tria, Finland, Sweden and Switzerland had 
already formed a team which facilitated the 
proceedings in both procedural and substan-
tive matters. They were often supported by 
the non-allied, and the Yugoslavians in par-
ticular held that cooperation in high esteem.

As expressed above, many participating 
states had their own particular preferences. 
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For Finland, the case was very clear: we 
sought recognition of our policy of neutral-
ity, which we defined in terms of great power 
or bloc politics, not in terms of values and 
ideology. In that sense we shared the goals 
of those who emphasized liberal democratic 
values and a relaxation of controls limiting 
human contacts or the flow of information 
across borders.

Of course it was a political victory for 
Finland that the high-profile phases of the 
Conference were held in Finland. Now that 
congregations of European leaders are almost 
a monthly affair, perhaps it is not overstating 
the issue to say that this too was a Summit. 
Hosting such a meeting has sometimes been 
belittled as a job for a competent master of 
ceremonies, but this is nonsense. It entailed a 
multitude of political sensitivities – after all, it 
was the first comprehensive European Sum-
mit after the end of the Second World War.

Gradual evolution

It was remarkable that in the prevailing cir-
cumstances – those were the Cold War years, 
after all – it was possible to reach agreement 
on a Decalogue of principles guiding relations 
between the participating states. To be sure, 
many of the principles were familiar – they 
had, in one form or another – been stated 
and restated in many international docu-
ments, first and foremost in the Charter of 
the United Nations. But what was added was 
more than just a restatement of the existing 
principles – they were brought into harmony 
with the European aspirations.

The new territory that was covered was 
known as the Third Basket. The media have 
often described the Helsinki Final Act as the 
Helsinki Accords on Human Rights. That is 
only part of the whole – and ‘human rights’ 
was not the chosen wording in the title of the 
Conference. More accurately, the Third Basket 
was about how to apply the principles of the 
Decalogue in practice. The seventh principle 
of the Decalogue was a key principle in this 
context: Respect for human rights and fun-
damental freedoms; including the freedom 
of thought, conscience, religion or belief.

As one might imagine, full agreement on 
what that means in practice was not an easy 

matter to achieve, and it probably never was. 
There are many different ways to read or in-
terpret loaded political texts. The very same 
words have different meanings in different 
political cultures. And timing is also a matter 
of importance.

One of the Conference items was fol-
low-up, and on this point the views varied 
considerably. Some delegations saw no need 
for any kind of follow-up while others – in-
cluding Finland – were willing to set up some 
sort of permanent machinery to monitor 
a follow-up of the principles and the pro-
grammes agreed upon. We went as far as to 
prepare a tentative project paper on how to 
organize the follow-up. 

In other words, some kind of an OSCE 
was deemed desirable even then. In this 
 respect, we failed – there was opposi-
tion to the idea of permanency from both 
East and West. The reasons for these nega-
tive attitudes varied greatly. It is possible 
that the French did not like the idea of the 
United States  having a permanent presence 
in the conduct of European affairs. But the 
Americans were not keen on any permanent 
machinery  either. Hence, their attitude to-
wards an institutionalized follow-up was 
negative. 

The Soviets had initially been interested 
in some sort of organized follow-up, but 
as things did not go as they might have an-
ticipated, they were obviously of the opinion 
that too much monitoring of the implemen-
tation of the principles and programmes 
would not be in their interests. The net result 
was that there would be agreement on a first 
follow-up meeting in 1977 in Belgrade. What 
would happen after that was only defined in 
loose terms. There would be no permanent 
machinery, just periodic meetings from time 
to time as and when the participating states 
decided. 

Now, forty years later, and with the ben-
efit of long experience, it is only natural to 
ask what might have been different had the 
OSCE been founded as early as 1975, and not 
fifteen years later. This is, of course, a purely 
hypothetical question. My guess is that in the 
light of the Madrid follow-up meeting and 
other developments, that might not have 
been of very much use. After all, the Madrid 
follow-up meeting almost institutionalized 
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the CSCE as it was in session from November 
1980 until September 1983.

The real change, like so many other po-
litical changes, took place only towards the 
very end of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw 
Pact, or in the Paris Conference in 1990 when 
the Charter for a New Europe was adopted. 
Great hopes were attached to that Charter.

In 1999, at the 6th OSCE Summit of Heads 
of State or Government held in Istanbul, the 
Charter for European Security was adopted. 
In the Charter included in the Istanbul Docu-
ment, it was stated:

The last decade of the twentieth century 
has brought great achievements in the OSCE 
area, co-operation has replaced confron-
tation, but the danger of conflicts between 
States has not been eliminated. We have put 
Europe’s old divisions behind us, but new 
risks and challenges have emerged….We 
have experienced conflicts which have often 
resulted from flagrant violations of OSCE 
norms and principles.

 
It was also stated that: 

Each participating state has equal right 
to security. We affirm the adherent right of 
each participating State to be free to choose 
or change its security arrangements, in-
cluding treaties of alliance, as they evolve. 
Each state also has the right to neutrality.

Much of this is, of course, a reconfir-
mation of what was already agreed upon in 
Helsinki in 1975. But this commitment to the 
principles of 1975 is not redundant. Impor-
tant changes had taken place between 1975 
and 1999 – a number of countries had even 
changed the basis of their national identity 
by changing their social and political sys-
tems. Thus a confirmation was in order.

In that document there was also wording 
to the effect that institutional arrangements 
would be further developed. This is an im-
portant point.

Replace or reform?

Today, Europe is in the midst of a political 
storm. Most of us thought that such a storm 

was no longer likely to arise in Europe. No 
wonder that some observers – and repre-
sentatives of OSCE states – have claimed that 
the institutional arrangements we have are 
inadequate given the challenges of our time. 
Some concrete proposals have been made 
for new legally binding arrangements in the 
security area. To my knowledge, nothing 
workable has been seriously considered as 
yet. 

Is it so that new institutions, legally 
binding security treaties or the like, could 
help us solve the problems we live with? Per-
haps, but I will reserve judgement until I see 
what such proposals might include. 

The very problems we confront today 
are well covered by existing instruments of 
international law, including the United Na-
tions Charter. Other instruments, political 
rather than legal – including the principles 
of the OSCE adopted in Helsinki in 1975 and 
reconfirmed in Istanbul in 1999 – also cover 
everything that needs to be covered. If all 
OSCE nations were to live up to the instru-
ments they have confirmed, both legal and 
political, we would take a giant leap towards 
peaceful settlement of any crisis – including 
the current crisis between OSCE members.

It may sound harsh to say that those who 
make proposals for creating entirely new 
institutions to replace existing ones usually 
do so in order to enhance their own national 
influence in such institutions. That is not 
unexpected. That is the way politics is played 
between states. But that also explains why 
changes are so hard to achieve. Such changes 
are, almost always, seen as zero-sum games: 
the proposals tend to be familiar to all those 
who have tossed coins in order to settle an 
argument. Heads, I win, tails, you lose.

The composition of the United Nations 
Security Council is such a body. We all know 
the many – almost innumerable – efforts 
made to reform the Security Council, to 
make it better reflect the political realities of 
the times. At the time when the present rules 
were adopted, the world was very different 
from what it is today. Two large colonial em-
pires, the British and the French, are no more 
– certainly not in the sense that they were at 
the end of World War II. The Soviet Union is 
no more. China, in 1945, was represented by 
a government which lost its mandate and it 
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took more than two decades before – to use 
UN jargon – the lawful rights of the People’s 
Republic of China were restored. The prob-
lem with the UN Security Council today is 
that while its composition is perfectly legal it 
is seen by many as unjustified. 

Former British Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson used to say: a week is a long time in 
politics. How about 40 years? That is an eter-
nity. That is more than a generation of men, 
and several generations of politicians and 
diplomats. 

Longevity, as such, is not much of a 
merit unless there are substantial achieve-
ments to be recognized. Although there have 
been periods in the history of the OSCE when 
little progress has been achieved, there are 
others when important advances have been 
made. The very fact that today – in spite of 
all the tension between several OSCE states 
– this organization is not only acceptable and 
workable, but the best hope members have of 
removing the obstacles in their path towards 
an equitable and peaceful settlement of the 
conflict, resonates loud and clear.

Two reports have recently been made 
available to those who take a serious interest 
in the latest developments of the OSCE and 
its mission. The first is the final report of the 
Helsinki +40 project, Helsinki +40: Building 
the OSCE of the Future. The second, Lessons 
Learned for the OSCE from its Engagement 
in Ukraine, is an interim report drafted by a 
group of eminent persons. Both of these re-
ports shed light on the present state of affairs 
in the OSCE, evaluate its mission and discuss 
the need for reforms or innovations in the 
working procedures. 

There are some ideas in these reports 
which I believe have particular value. One 
has to do with the very nature of the OSCE. It 
is odd – and rare – that a large inter-state or-
ganization with a large staff and an even big-
ger mission does not have a legal personality. 
The reports make it clear that this is a serious 
obstacle in the organization’s work. 

It seems to me that the most recent 
political developments prove that a legal 
personality would be an important reform. 
Strengthening the OSCE in difficult times 
could be one way of creating better instru-
ments for dealing with the problems we 
face.

Would it really be so difficult to put this 
right? As I do not participate in the daily work 
of the organization, I may underestimate the 
difficulties confronted. But since the authors 
of the reports believe that this can be put 
right, I take their word for it.

Both reports give high grades to the field 
operations of the OSCE in the context of the 
Ukrainian crisis. What impresses the reader 
is how remarkable the preparedness of the 
organization has been in dispatching field 
teams to the scenes of the conflict without 
delay. That is only possible if the homework 
has been carefully done and the planning 
for emergencies has been truly professional. 
These are qualities which largely determine 
the contribution the OSCE can make in the 
kind of crisis situation we now face.

Safety in institutions

When we were discussing the future of Eu-
rope 40 years ago, high hopes were attached 
to the CSCE principles. We believed that the 
member states of the CSCE recognized that 
honouring the agreed principles would be 
in their own best interests. Why would they 
have otherwise dedicated so much time and 
effort to the drafting and honing of those 
texts? As we all know, differences among the 
participating states were supposed to be set-
tled on the basis of the Decalogue. 

Forty years ago, the calamities of the 
Second World War were still very much a part 
of living memory and the life experience of 
those who did the drafting and negotiating. 
This was, perhaps even more significantly, 
in the minds of those who confirmed the 
decisions with their signature. Forty years 
ago, the previous World War was a defining 
factor in the thinking of those who bore the 
responsibility for the security of their nations 
and therefore the world. 

President Gerald Ford of the United 
States, Chancellor Helmut Schmidt of Ger-
many, President Valéry Giscard d´Estaing of 
France and President Leonid Brezhnev of the 
Soviet Union had all known war at first-hand 
– they were all war veterans. For them, war 
was not something abstract read about in 
books on geopolitics or history. Those bitter 
and tragic memories had a profound impact 
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on their thinking – and on their contempo-
raries. 

Today, we have a situation where major 
military manoeuvres are frequent events in 
various parts of Europe, including the Baltic 
Sea area and the polar areas of Northern Eu-
rope. Suspicious flights and provocative na-
val movements give rise to serious questions: 
what is their message, what is their purpose? 
From Ukrainian territories, we learn about 
almost daily casualties, both military and 
civilian. Nuclear weapons are employed in 
military war games, targets identified on 
neighbours’ territory and even war games 
may bear names that leave little to the imagi-
nation. At the same time, the nuclear arse-
nals are being replenished and new types of 
missiles, of unforeseen destructive capabili-
ties, are mass produced. 

It is often said that nuclear weapons have 
such a destructive capacity that they are 
never going to be used in Europe. The risks 
of escalation would be so great that only a 
madman would use them. Does that sound 
comforting? Not to me. Think about the Eu-
rope of the twentieth century. Europe has 
seen several national leaders that we would 
describe today as madmen. Major nations 
have been led into catastrophes because their 
leaders have shown total irresponsibility not 
only vis-à-vis their neighbours but also vis-
à-vis their own nations.

We also know that many nuclear weapon 
accidents, due to poor oversight or just slop-
py practices, have brought us to the brink of 
nuclear catastrophes. More nuclear weapons 
mean more high-risk situations. 

Forty years ago, we did think that the 
kind of Europe we have today – a Europe of 
hostile military acts – would never again be 
part of our life experience. Now we know – 
much to our despair – that it is indeed the 
case. For this reason, the OSCE and the Eu-
ropean leaders have a great responsibility 
to work diligently towards a peaceful and 
lawful settlement of the crisis of our time. 
Restoration of mutual confidence and trust is 
only possible if we also see the restoration of 
respect for the jointly agreed principles and 
legal norms of international conduct. 

It is quite often said that since the Hel-
sinki Final Act principles have been violated, 
they have lost their worth. Since the OSCE 

has been unable to prevent differences be-
tween nations from turning into open con-
flicts, the OSCE has lost its value. 

These are hasty conclusions. Laws are 
not annulled if somebody violates them. 
Principles are not void if they are ignored. 
Of course it is true that if laws or principles 
are constantly violated, and those violations 
are ignored, then the value of the laws and 
principles diminishes. But the key words are: 
if the violations are ignored. As long as the 
culprits understand that they are going to 
pay a high political price for the violations, 
they will have second thoughts before going 
against something that they know is right. In 
such a way, principles can be self-enforcing. 
Nations want to be respected and to be seen 
as reliable partners. To achieve that, they 
have to live up to their commitments.

It is often said about the United Nations 
that if we were to convene a San Francisco 
Conference today – as was done 70 years ago 
– it would most likely be impossible to agree 
on the UN charter we have today. 

Similarly, if the kind of summit we had 
in Helsinki in 1975 were to be convened today 
to agree on the kind of Final Act we have, it 
might be impossible.

But the UN exists, and so does the OSCE. 
They exist because the leaders in those times 
did understand that constructive continuity 
can be assured by creating lasting institu-
tions. That continuity helps us to overcome 
periods when there are few opportunities for 
constructive cooperation.

How right was Jean Monnet, often called 
the founding father of the European Union, 
when he said:

Without men nothing is possible, with-
out institutions nothing is permanent.

Political and legal institutions that are 
strong enough to weather storms and up-
heavals are the best guarantee we have for an 
orderly and successful management of inter-
national relations. An OSCE which can fulfil 
that role is therefore a worthy aim.


